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INTRODUCTION 


I have felt for a long time that there was a gap in the history of World 
War II. Nowhere in the English or German languages is there a detailed 
study of the lives and campaigns of the nineteen men who served as 
field marshals in the German Army from 1933 to 1945— i.e, the field 
marshals of the Nazi era. The purpose of this book is to fill that gap. 

The rank of field marshal was the highest and most honored to which 
a German soldier could aspire when Adolf Hitler came to power in 1933. 
At that time, no one on active duty had held that rank for more than 
a decade. The former Bavarian corporal changed all that, beginning in 
1935. Over the next ten years he created twenty-five field marshals 
(nineteen Army and six Luftwaffe)—twenty-three of which he promoted 
after France surrendered in June, 1940. 

The Army marshals, especially, were the elite of Nazi Germany. With 
the old traditions of Prussian militarism behind them, they were revered, 
respected and feared —the most powerful soldiers in the most powerful 
army in the world in 1940. The field marshals and their sometimes more 
capable subordinates ran up a list of victories that is indeed impressive. 
Poland fell in a month; Denmark lasted only hours; Norway (except for 
Narvik) fell quickly, as did Belgium, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, 
France, Yugoslavia, and Greece. In addition, the British Army was hastily 
ejected from the European mainland twice; Libya, the Ukraine, White 
Russia, the Donets, Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia were all overrun, and 
German armies pushed to within 60 miles of Alexandria and to within 
sight of the Kremlin itself. 

In the end everything fell apart. Of the nineteen field marshals, only 
two were still on active duty at the end of the war. One had suffered 
a heart attack on tHe Russian Front and died a few days later; another 
had been cut to pieces by a British fighter-bomber, along with his family. 
No fewer than three had committed suicide: two because of their in- 
volvement in a plot to overthrow Hitler, and one because his armies were 
surrounded and he had no choice except surrender or death. One 
(Friedrich Paulus) had already chosen surrender, while another had been 
stripped naked and hung with piano wire for his part in the July 20, 1944 
attempt on Hitler's life. All ten of the rest —more than half of the total— 
had been retired, more or less in disgrace. 

Then the war crimes trials started. One field marshal was executed 
and four others died in prison. The others received prison sentences 
varying from three years to life, with only one not being tried. He was 
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Maximilian von Weichs, who was released in 1947 because he was 
seriously ill. 

Hitler's field marshals were an extremely varied lot. They were all 
professional soldiers who served the Kaiser in the First World War and 
the Fuehrer in the second. The family names of twelve of the nineteen 
incorporated the aristocratic "von," and seventeen of these officers were 
products of the General Staff. There the similarities ended. Their 
backgrounds were as highly varied as one can imagine. Erwin Rommel's 
father and grandfather were school teachers, Paulus' father was a 
bookkeeper, Wilhelm Keitel came from a farming family, Ferdinand 
Schoerner's father was a police officer, and Walter Model grew up in 
poverty. Walter von Brauchitsch, Ewald von Kleist, Walter von 
Reichenau, Fedor von Bock and Gerd von Rundstedt all sprang from 
Prussian generals, and both Erich von Manstein's father and stepfather 
held that same rank. Siegmund Wilhelm List's father was a Wuerttem- 
burger physician and von Weichs descended from Anhalt nobility. Three 
of them (Wilhelm von Leeb, Rommel and Model) were authors before 
the war, and Rommel, the future "Desert Fox," actually received sizable 
royalties. Two wrote books after the war—von Manstein in retirement 
and Keitel in his jail cell, where he was awaiting execution. Werner von 
Blomberg also wrote an autobiography, but it was so poorly done that 
no one ever published it. 

Nine of the future marshals were commissioned as infantry officers, 
six in the artillery, two as cavalrymen, one was an engineer in the 
Bavarian army, and one gained his lieutenancy in an Alpine (mountain) 
unit. None were commissioned in the panzer branch, which did not exist 
until the mid-1930s, but four later commanded panzer armies. The oldest 
of Hitler's marshals was von Rundstedt, who was born on December 2, 
1875 and was already a second lieutenant on active duty when the 
youngest future marshal, Schoerner, was born in a lower-middle-class 
neighborhood in Munich. 

The personalities and political views of these officers also varied 
radically. Von Rundstedt was basically lazy, while Rommel was tireless, 
and Model was an absolute live-wire—a human dynamo. Baron von 
Weichs was deeply religious, as was Ritter von Leeb. Schoerner and von 
Reichenau, on the other hand, executed people on the slightest pretext. 
Some, such as Keitel, were highly loyal to the Fuehrer and Nazism, while 
others, such as von Leeb, opposed the regime from the beginning and 
one (Erwin von Witzleben) actually planned the murder of Adolf Hitler. 
Some could properly be called Nazis; others were anti-Nazis. Most were 
non-Nazis (as distinguished from anti-Nazis). Von Kleist can only be 
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labeled a monarchist, while von Reichenau can only be described as an 
opportunist. Others changed their views over time. Keitel, for example, 
went from being a non-Nazi bureaucrat-in-uniform to a strong Hitler 
loyalist, while Rommel made the transition from a Nazi-sympathizer into 
an anti-Nazi conspirator. Most of the others were somewhere in between. 

If they varied in their political opinions, the marshals varied even more 
remarkably in the area of morality. Von Brauchitsch kept a Bible by his 
bed, but divorced his wife to marry his mistress, while von Kleist was 
aloyalfamily man and Rommel was actually hen-pecked. Model assisted 
the SS in the "evacuation" of Soviet civilians (especially Jews), while 
Georg von Kuechler categorically refused to cooperate with the SS 
murder squads in Poland and Russia, and did what he could to mitigate 
the suffering of Soviet civilians. The independent-minded Erwin Rommel 
turned Jewish prisoners-of-war and British commandos over to the 
Italians, rather than executing them, even though it meant disobeying 
a direct order from the Fuehrer. Ewald von Kleist was even more blatant. 
He went so far as to summon senior Nazi and SS officials to his 
headquarters, where he would dress them down and inform them that 
there would be no excesses in his area of command. 

Others had more flexible codes of morality. Von Brauchitsch took what 
were, in effect, bribes from Hitler, and sacked his brother officers at the 
Fuehrer's request. Von Manstein officially described anti-Jewish racial 
regulations as cowardice in 1934, but issued orders concerning the 
necessity of a "severe but just revenge on subhuman Jewry” in late 1941.! 
Nor was he the only one to "change his spots." 

If their political views and ideas concerning morality have excited 
considerable discussion, the question of the professional abilities of the 
field marshals has generated even more debate. It is generally (but not 
universally) conceded that Erich von Manstein was a military genius of 
the highest caliber. Erwin Rommel was considered a tactical genius for 
decades, although his reputation has come under attack from certain 
revisionist historians in recent years. Von Blomberg, who proved to be 
an excellent organizer, never got to undergo a real test of his abilities 
as a field marshal in combat, and the same could be said of Erwin von 
Witzleben. One conclusion I drew from this study was that Hitler's field 
marshals, on the average, were surprisingly mediocre military 
commanders. Certainly they were not all military geniuses. Von Paulus, 
who was captured at Stalingrad, was an obvious failure, as was Ernst 
Busch, whose army group was virtually destroyed in the Vitebsk-Minsk 
battles of 1944. Wilhelm Keitel, the Commander-in-Chief of the High 
Command of the Armed Forces (OKW), was an even more notable failure, 
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because he never succeeded in becoming more than a puppet for Adolf 
Hitler—and thus contributed to a great many military defeats. Others 
are less easy to categorize. Fedor von Bock's performances varied from 
excellent to poor. Baron von Weichs did well at certain levels, but 
commanding the major army group on the Eastern Front proved to be 
too much for him, although he redeemed himself to a certain extent later 
in the Balkans. Siegmund Wilhelm List was an excellent commander of 
predominantly infantry armies, but experienced difficulty in handling 
armored formations in France in 1940. Nevertheless, I believe him to be 
a greatly underrated commander. This is also the case with Ewald von 
Kleist, the Prussian cavalryman whose ideas might well have won the 
war in the East, had Hitler only been astute enough to listen to them. 
On the other hand, Guenther von Kluge was generally a mediocre army 
group commander, who usually had his own interests, rather than those 
of his men, at heart. His tendency to find scapegoats, for example, cost 
the German Army the services of colonel generals Heinz Guderian and 
Adolf Strauss, among others. 

In the East, Georg von Kuechler proved to be a steady and capable 
defensive commander, as was Ferdinand Schoerner, most of the time. 
Schoerner, however, was much more brutal than von Kuechler, who 
treated both German soldiers and Soviet civilians humanely. Von 
Kuechler reserved his anger for partisans; Schoerner would execute 
anyone below the rank of general officer on the slightest pretext. 

Another officer who had a mixed record as an army group commander 
was Walter Model, one of the last field marshals. He had a brilliantly 
successful career in the East, but (except for Arnhem) was a failure in 
the West—although it is highly debatable that anyone could have done 
much better, until the Battle of the Ruhr Pocket. Here Model—depressed, 
drinking heavily, and contemplating his own suicide—fought what was 
easily the worst battle of his otherwise distinguished career. Of all the 
German generals, I believe an in-depth study of the life and campaigns 
of Walter Model would be most beneficial, although I would quickly add 
the names of List, Hans Eberbach andHermann Hoth to that list. 

Ritter Wilhelm von Leeb was the field marshal whose talents were 
most misused in the Second World War. A defensive expert, he served 
in backwater sectors in 1939 and 1940, and was called upon to direct 
mobile warfare in the vast expanses of the Soviet Union in 1941— with 
mediocre results. Still, it is generally concluded that he would have 
captured Leningrad in 1941 had not Hitler interfered, and would almost 
certainly have brought the 1941 campaign in northern Russia to a 
successful conclusion. What he might have done on the Western Front 
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(or in Italy) in 1944 and 1945, or in the defensive battles in the Soviet 
Union from 1943 on, is a matter of pure speculation, but I believe that 
he quite likely would have done very well. 

One field marshal some historians insist on overrating is Gerd von 
Rundstedt. Although he performed capably in Poland in 1939 and in 
Russia in 1941, he was definitely not a commander of the first order. His 
lack of understanding of modern mobile tactics in 1940 led him to advise 
Hitler to halt the panzers short of Dunkirk—advice Hitler all too readily 
accepted. As a result, the British Expeditionary Force escaped. After the 
war, however, von Rundstedt denounced the dictator in bitter terms for 
halting the panzer divisions and allowing the British to get away. It is 
true that Hitler must bear primary responsibility for this blunder, but 
he should not bear it alone. In this incident he did listen to his generals— 
especially von Rundstedt— with unhappy results. 

In retrospect, it seems clear that von Rundstedt was one of those 
officers who did not keep up with developments in his own profession. 
Instead, he chose to keep himself aloof, in remote isolation. "Of all the 
German generals, Field Marshal von Rundstedt knew the least of panzer 
tactics," General of Panzer Troops Baron Leo Geyr von Schweppenburg, 
the commander of Panzer Group West, told his interrogators in 1947. "He 
was an infantryman of the last generation. He and his staff were armchair 
strategists who didn't like dirt, noise, and tanks in general—as far as I 
know, Field Marshal von Rundstedt was never in a tank. Do not 
misunderstand me, however," von Schweppenburg added, "I have the 
greatest respect for von Rundstedt, but he was too old for this war.'? 

During his tenures as Commander-in-Chief of OB West (March 15, 1942 
to July 2, 1944, and September 5, 1944 to March 9, 1945), von Rundstedt 
was, in my opinion, guilty of neglect and idleness. He always left the 
planning and thé actual conduct of operations largely to his 
subordinates. For example, the battles of Normandy and the Bulge were 
directed mainly by field marshals Rommel and Model, respectively, while 
the plan that captured France was the product of the fertile mind of Erich 
von Manstein. Von Rundstedt was especially fortunate early in the war 
to be blessed with a host of brilliant subordinates, including von 
Manstein, Guderian, von Kleist, Rommel, Hermann Hoth, List, and 
Georg-Hans Reinhardt. 

Finally, the list of those Hitler chose to promote to field marshal 
discloses conspicuous omissions. The most senior of these was Colonel 
General Johannes Blaskowitz, who commanded armies or army groups 
throughout the war, but never received his marshal's baton because 
Adolf Hitler did not like him. Blaskowitz, incidentally, took his own life, 
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reportedly by throwing himself head-first from a balcony while a 
prisoner at Nuremberg on February 2, 1948. 

The most famous omission was Heinz Guderian, who is considered 
by some to be the “father” of the Blitzkrieg. Guderian, however, was 
removed from his post as commander of the 2nd Panzer Army in 
December, 1941, thanks to the intrigues of his long-time enemy, 
Guenther von Kluge. He was recalled to active duty in 1943, but never 
held a position which called for a field marshal’s rank. The closest he 
ever came was as Acting Chief of the General Staff of the Army (July 
21, 1944 to March 28, 1945)—a post that had lost most of its power and 
much ofits prestige by the time Guderian occupied it. The previous chiefs 
of staff (Ludwig Beck, 1933-38; Frank Halder, 1938-42; and Kurt Zeitzler, 
1942-44) actually had a better claim to a baton than did Guderian, because 
they were not “acting” chiefs. None of these men became field marshals 
either, and Guderian came out better than any of them. He was sent on 
indefinite sick leave only four weeks before the fall of Berlin, and 
surrendered to the Western Allies. Zeitzler was discharged from the 
Army in disgrace; Beck, part of the July 20, 1944 assassination attempt, 
was forced to shoot himself that very night; and Halder ended up ina 
concentration camp. Incidentally Guderian’s successor, General of 
Infantry Hans Krebs, committed suicide in Berlin on May 1, 1945, in order 
to avoid falling into the hands of the Soviets. 

In February, 1943, after Stalingrad fell, Hitler vowed that he would 
create no more field marshals in this war. He later made exceptions to 
this rule, but only four: Baron Wolfram von Richthofen and Walter Model 
in 1944, Ferdinand Schoerner on April 5, 1945, and Ritter Robert von 
Greim on April 25, 1945—only five days before Hitler shot himself in the 
Fuehrer Bunker in Berlin. Significantly two of these new marshals (von 
Richthofen and von Greim) were Luftwaffe generals, and all four were 
Nazis—or at least very pro-Nazi. Because of Hitler’s new policy of 
restraint in handing out marshal’s batons, instead of the old policy of 
excess, a number of excellent leaders who distinguished themselves as 
army group commanders after February, 1943 were never promoted to 
field marshal. These include Gotthard Heinrici, Georg-Hans Reinhardt, 
Hermann Balck, Heinrich von Vietinghoff gennant Scheel and (arguably) 
Dr. Lothar Rendulic. 

To this list of “might have beens” I would add two other names: colonel 
generals Ritter Eugen von Schobert and Hans Valentin Hube. Both were 
army commanders of whom Hitler thought highly; in fact, Hube was 
actively being considered for army group command on April 21, 1944,3 
when he was killed in an airplane crash near Berchtesgaden. Ritter von 
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Schobert had also died as the result of an air accident, perishing in Russia 
on September 12, 1941. 

I wish that it had been possible to cover the Luftwaffe field marshals 
in greater depth in this book, but to do that would require another 
volume, as there would be an entirely different service involved, with 
a vastly different (and more complex) technology. I did, however, 
consider it appropriate to briefly describe the careers of the six Luftwaffe 
marshals in Chapter 20. 


Arkadelphia, Arkansas 
July 1989 
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WERNER VON BLOMBERG 


IT WAS SUNDAY, January 29, 1933, and an atmosphere of tension hung 
over Germany like a cloud of poisonous gas. The paraphernalia 
of the last election campaign still littered the cities, and the sound 
of Nazi jackboots seemed to haunt the streets, which resembled 
urban battlefields in many parts of the country. In a very real sense 
they had been: more than one hundred fifty people had died in 
electioneering violence and rioting in the province of East Prussia 
alone, and still the issue had not been settled. Nevertheless, the 
tide seemed to mány to have turned against Adolf Hitler and his 
struggling Nazi Party. The results ofthe balloting were not conclu- 
sive, but it was obvious to even the most disinterested observer 
that the former Austrian house painter with the Charlie Chaplin 
mustache had suffered a major setback. 

Although still the largest party in the all-important Reichstag, 
the Nazis had lost 34 seats, and two million of their former voters 
had deserted them. Their archenemies, the Communists, had 
gained another 11 seats, and the National Party, which supported 
the government, had gained nearly one million votes. The Nazis 
still controlled 196 seats, but their opponents held 349, and the 
Nazi position was, weaker now than it had been in months. To 
make matters worse, the party was on the verge of financial bank- 
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ruptcy. Hitler paced up and down in his Berlin hotel room for 
hours, stopping only long enough to threaten to commit suicide 
if the party collapsed! 

The Nazi Party was not the only political force in Germany 
facing collapse that fatal day: in Berlin, the Weimar Republic was 
dying. Chancellor Kurt von Schleicher, the skillful manipulator, 
was desperately struggling to keep it alive, despite the fact that 
he had virtually no national popular following and was opposed 
by 90 percent of the deputies in the Reichstag. He had attained 
his high office through intrigue; now the aging President of the 
Republic, Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, had abandoned 
him. The hero of the World War was even now considering who 
to name in his stead. Schleicher had one chance of retaining power 
and one only—the Army. 

At the end of January 1933, a military putsch seemed a very real 
possibility. Count Wolf von Helldorf, the police president of Berlin 
and a high-ranking Nazi, certainly thought so. He had placed six 
battalions of police on alert and was ready to seize the Defense 
Ministry if necessary. The cast of characters also seemed right for 
such a drastic action. Schleicher himself was a General Staff officer, 
a major general, former head of the Armed Forces Office and an 
ex-minister of defense. The Commander-in-Chief of the Army, 
General of Infantry Baron Kurt von Hammerstein-Equord, was a 
loyal supporter of his friend Schleicher and owed his position to 
the Chancellor's intrigues. He was perfectly willing to remove 
Hitler from the political scene by force, and even by assassination, 
if necessary 2 The Chief of the Truppenamt—the Chief of the General 
Staff in everything but name and the second most important man 
in the German armed forces—was Lieutenant General Wilhelm 
Adam, who also owed his high position to his colleague, the Chan- 
cellor. However, if Schleicher had his friends installed in high 
places, he had also made enemies in his devious and ruthless climb 
to the top. One of these was a wealthy, reactionary politician 
named Franz von Papen. 

In those days of economic depression and unstable party poli- 
tics, governments in Germany rose and fell with amazing rapidity. 
With Schleicher's help, Papen had replaced Heinrich Bruening of 
the Catholic Center Party as chancellor in June 1932, but his own 
government lasted less than six months. As part of their arrange- 
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ment, Papen had appointed Schleicher minister of defense. 
Schleicher then double-crossed Papen, ousted him, and took the 
chancellorship for himself. Papen had never forgiven Schleicher 
for betraying him. Now he got even. He persuaded President von 
Hindenburg to name former chief of the General Staff General 
Werner von Blomberg as the new minister of defense. If allowed 
to stand, this appointment would rob Schleicher of his last trump 
card and signal the end of his regime. Blomberg was even now 
on his way from Switzerland to see Hindenburg, who would no 
doubt promulgate the appointment as soon as he arrived. 
Chancellor Schleicher now played his last card: conspiring with 
General Hammerstein, he decided to have Blomberg intercepted.? 

Was Hammerstein planning to launch a military coup in favor 
of Schleicher that fateful day? We do not know for sure, but it 
seemed almost certain that he was. Hammerstein was fanatically 
anti-Nazi and blindly obedient to Schleicher. (Later he actively 
plotted to murder Adolf Hitler at the height of the Fuehrer's 
popularity, long before the Second World War broke out.) He 
suggested to Schleicher that they arrest President Hindenburg 
and dispatched his adjutant, Major von Kuntzen, to meet Blom- 
berg at the railroad station and bring him to the Bendlerstrasse, 
where Hammerstein had his headquarters. Blomberg was also met 
on the platform by Colonel Oskar von Hindenburg, the son of the 
aging field marshal, who told him to report to the president 
immediately. 

At the Anhalter Bahnhof, the railroad station, in Berlin at 8:30 
AM. on January 30, 1933, Werner von Blomberg made a momentous 
decision—the first of many. He ignored Hammerstein's orders and 
went directly to Paul von Hindenburg, who quickly swore him 
in as minister of defense. He promoted him to general of infantry 
at the same time. Blomberg swore that the military would support 
a new government, which Hindenburg planned to announce that 
very day. The anti-Nazis had now lost control of the armed forces. 
Schleicher was finished. Within a few hours he was replaced as 
Chancellor of the Republic by Adolf Hitler. His rule had lasted only 
fifty-seven days. Franz von Papen was named vice chancellor in 
the new administration. 

Hitler never forgot that Blomberg and the Army had rallied 
behind him that decisive day. Later, addressing the Nazi Party 
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rally at Nuremberg on September 23, 1933, he told his followers: 
“If in the days of our revolution the Army had not stood on our 
side, then we would not be standing here today." ^ It was a decision 
both Blomberg and the Army would have ample cause to regret. 


WERNER EDUARD FRITZ von Blomberg was born in Stargard, Pomer- 
ania, on September 2, 1878, the oldest child of Lt. Col. Emil and 
Emma von Blomberg. He had two brothers, both of whom became 
officers and were killed in action in World War I. Tall, broad- 
shouldered, handsome, and physically impressive, Werner von 
Blomberg seemed destined for a military career from his boyhood. 
In 1894 he enrolled as a cadet in the Hauptkadettenanstalt at 
Gross-Lichterfelde and three years later, on March 13, 1897, was 
commissioned as a Leutnant (second lieutenant) in the 73rd Fusilier 
Regiment.* He was nineteen years old. Young Blomberg's next 
seven years were spent in the infantry, a branch he would be 
associated with throughout his career. On April 4, 1904, he married 
Charlotte Hellmich, who was to give him two sons and three 
daughters in the next two decades. Apparently they were quite 
happy together. Blomberg would be very lonely following her 
death in 1932, but this is getting ahead of our story.” 

Those were days of slow promotions in the peacetime Imperial 
Army, and Blomberg was not promoted to Oberleutnant (first lieu- 
tenant) until May 18, 1907, just before his thirtieth birthday. Pro- 
motions came more rapidly after that, for Blomberg had learned 
his profession well. He had attended the War Academy (1904-07), 
graduated, and became a member of the prestigious General Staff 
in 1908. He served on the Greater General Staff in Berlin for the next 
three years (mainly in the Topographical Section), was promoted 
to captain in early 1911, and spent the next year on the General 
Staff of the Army. During this period he visited Paris, a city he 
came to greatly admire. In 1912 he was transferred to the garrison 
at Metz, on the French border, and in January 1914 was given com- 
mand of a company in the 103rd Infantry Regiment, which formed 
part of the garrison of Metz. When World War I broke out, he was 
named General Staff Officer with the 19th Reserve Division. Serv- 


*See Appendix I for a table of equivalent ranks between the German and U.S. 
Armies. 
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ing on the Western Front, Blomberg distinguished himself as a 
planner and organizer, for which he was decorated with the Pour 
le Merite (the "Blue Max"), Imperial Germany's most coveted deco- 
ration. He compiled a brilliant war record as a staff officer. Captain 
von Blomberg subsequently served as General Staff officer with 
the XVIII Reserve Corps (1916-17) and the 7th Army (1917-19)? 
and got too close to the front at least once, for he was wounded 
by French artillery fire when he left a protective bunker too early. 
Promoted to major in 1916, his career seemed secure, despite 
Germany's collapse in November 1918." 

The Treaty of Versailles, which was signed in June 1919, re- 
stricted the German Army to 100,000 men, only 4,000 of whom 
could be officers. Blomberg was, of course, one of those selected 
for retention in the new Reichsheer, as the German Army under the 
Weimar Republic was called. He was chief of staff of the Doeberitz 
Brigade in 1920, the year he was promoted to lieutenant colonel. 
From May 1, 1921, he was chief of staff of the Wehrkreis V (V 
Military District), headquartered at Stuttgart. In 1924 General 
Hans von Seeckt, Commander-in-Chief of the Army, brought him 
to the Reichswehr Ministry as chief of army training. He became 
a full colonel in 1925.12 

General von Seeckt fell from power in October 1926, and was 
replaced by Colonel General Wilhelm Heye. Heye found Blomberg 
both likeable and intelligent and, in 1927, promoted him to acting 
major general and appointed him chief of the Troop Office (Truppe- 
namt), which meant Blomberg was actually chief of the General 
Staff, although that title was denied to him under the terms of the 
Treaty of Versailles, which officially outlawed the General Staff. 
Heye soon openly viewed the Pomeranian as his heir-apparent. 
Werner von Blomberg was only forty-eight years old.! 

Like his predecessors, General Heye sought to circumvent the 
Treaty of Versailles, which hamstrung the German Army in the 
1920s and early 1930s. Of the four major innovations of World War 
I—tanks, airplanes, submarines, and poisonous gas—Germany 
was denied all four. The Reichsheer evaded some of these restric- 
tions by setting up training bases in Russia, via secret arrange- 
ments with the Communists. Blomberg soon became deeply 
involved in this secret military development, and visited the 
Soviet Union in the late 1920s. He was impressed with the Soviet 
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Army and the totalitarian government. Here the military seemed 
to enjoy both power and respect, unlike in democratic Germany. 
"| was not far short of becoming a complete Bolshevik myself,” 
Blomberg confessed later.' 

In this statement, Blomberg exhibited one of his basic character 
flaws: he had a bit of Pollyanna in him. He was given to flights 
of romantic fantasy. He saw the possible positive benefits that a 
totalitarian form of government could have for the German army 
and nation, but was blind to its hidden pitfalls and negative conse- 
quences. This naive shortsightedness did not, of course, hinder 
Blomberg’s military advancement under Heye. He was promoted 
to major general with permanent rank in 1928, and to lieutenant 
general in 1929.5 | 

Blomberg’s success and favor with his chief led to his first clash 
with Kurt von Schleicher, who was then chief of the Ministry 
Office (Ministeramt) of the Defense Ministry. This ambitious and 
unscrupulous major general was jealous of Blomberg, because he 
coveted the post of Commander-in-Chief of the Army himself. 
Schleicher's mental process at this time is easy to follow: Blomberg 
was in the way of his advancement; therefore, Blomberg must be 
removed. The idealistic chief of the General Staff was not mentally 
equipped to match Schleicher in a battle of intrigue. Schleicher 
went to his close personal friend, Defense Minister Wilhelm 
Groener, who owed his own appointment to a previous Schleicher 
intrigue, and saddled Blomberg with responsibility for some illegal 
border security measures. Blomberg was forced to step down as 
chief of the General Staff.!6 

General Heye had to personally intervene to save Blomberg's 
career at all. He sent the unfortunate officer on a temporary duty 
trip to the United States, to allow the affair to cool down, and then 
transferred him to the command of Wehrkreis I, the isolated mil- 
itary district of East Prussia, in late 1929. It seemed to be a dead- 
end job, but at least Blomberg remained on active duty. He was 
replaced as chief of the General Staff by Schleicher's nominee, 
Lieutenant General Kurt von Hammerstein, who eventually suc- 
ceeded Heye as Commander-in-Chief of the Army on October 18, 
193027 

At his new headquarters in Koenigsberg, Blomberg took up his 
first command since he was a lieutenant. Like the other Wehr- 
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kreise at this time, Wehrkreis I was a corps-level headquarters with 
a specific territorial responsibility. It had a few General Headquar- 
ters and border troops under its control, but only one division: 
the 1st Infantry. Unlike the other military districts, however, it was 
separated from the rest of Germany by the Polish Corridor. Sur- 
rounded by a hostile and numerically superior enemy, and with- 
out aircraft, tanks, or heavy artillery, it was not in an enviable 
position. From the day he assumed command, General von Blom- 
berg was gravely concerned about a Polish invasion. 

In East Prussia, Blomberg clearly demonstrated a second charac- 
ter flaw: he was too susceptible to outside influences and powerful 
personalities. The most powerful character Blomberg dealt with 
in Koenigsberg was Colonel Walter von Reichenau, his energetic 
and intelligent chief of staff. Reichenau was one of the earliest and 
most capable pro-Nazi officers in the German Army. Reichenau 
saw no reason why the paramilitary Nazi storm trooper 
(Sturmabteilung, or S.A.) units should not be used as military 
auxiliaries under Wehrkreis control in case of war with Poland, 
and Blomberg agreed with him.? It was thus definitely in 
Blomberg's interests to maintain friendly contacts with the Nazis. 
Blomberg wrote later: "National Socialism, insofar as its main 
emphasis was on nationalism, was very close to me in the 
threatened, separated province of East Prussia."!? 

Blomberg first met Hitler in August 1930, when the Nazi leader 
visited Koenigsberg during an election campaign. The two agreed 
on Hitler's Eastern policies in general and on the issue of using 
Brownshirts as auxiliaries in particular. The general was impressed 
by the former corporal. He concluded that Hitler would eventually 
do for the German Army what the Communists had done for the 
Soviet military: turn it into a truly national force, with the support 
and good will of the people. Blomberg's support of the Nazis can 
be dated from this meeting. Unlike Reichenau, however, Blomberg 
was more attracted to Hitler personally than to the Nazi Party's 
philosophy. 

In 1931, Blomberg had a riding accident and suffered a serious 
brain concussion. This, perhaps coupled with the death of his wife, 
led to an increase in Blomberg's nervousness and instability. As 
a result, Chancellor Heinrich Bruening asked Groener to remove 
Blomberg from his command in early 1932. This request was 
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promptly complied with, and Blomberg was named chief of the 
German Military Delegation to the International Disarmament 
Conference at Geneva the same year. This new post gave Blom- 
berg direct access to President Paul von Hindenburg, which was 
very rare in those days. The impressive-looking Pomeranian was 
now in a position to influence the aging field marshal during a 
period of German history in which influence was everything. 
Blomberg's negative reports to Hindenburg on Bruening’s disar- 
mament policy contributed to the fall of the government in June. 
Bruening was succeeded by Franz von Papen and then, six months 
later, by Schleicher. 

When Hindenburg decided to depose Chancellor von Schleich- 
er in early 1933, Goering testified later, Blomberg's selection as 
defense minister was all Hindenburg’s idea; the Nazis had nothing 
to do with it, although Hitler was certainly not displeased. Hin- 
denburg's son Oskar and Franz von Papen also influenced the 
decision, and were probably the leading motivators behind it.?? 
Shortly afterward, no doubt at Blomberg's instigation, his friend, 
Colonel Oskar von Hindenburg, was promoted to major general.?! 


AS SOON AS he took office, Blomberg began to dismiss Schleicher's 
men and bring in his own. Major General Kurt von Bredow was 
retired and replaced in the Ministry Office by von Reichenau; 
General Wilhelm Adam, who had succeeded Hammerstein, was 
ousted as the chief of the General Staff in favor of General Ludwig 
Beck; and Lieutenant Colonel Eugen Ott was sent to Japan to make 
room for Colonel Fritz Fromm as chief of the Armed Forces Branch 
of the Defense Ministry. Since he could not overtly sack Hammer- 
stein for political reasons, Blomberg isolated him completely and 
froze him out of the decision-making process, which was a major 
factor in Hammerstein's decision to retire in January, 1934.22 

In the beginning, Hitler got along well with Blomberg. At the 
first cabinet meeting, held in the afternoon of January 30, 1933, 
Blomberg declared his unquestioning loyalty to the Fuehrer. Four 
days later, Hitler met with his top generals in Hammerstein's 
Bendlerstrasse apartment (Blomberg did not yet have quarters in 
Berlin). He was nervous in front of the generals, but spoke for two 
and a half hours on his intention to reintroduce conscription, on 
the task of rearming the military, and on Germany's need for 
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Lebensraum ("living space") in the East. After the meeting broke 
up, Blomberg was especially enthusiastic about the Nazi program. 
He immediately began to establish his basic policy, which was one 
of collaboration between the regime and the armed forces. He 
started by ordering the Army to set up short, weekend training 
courses for the S.A. 

The Jewish writer Bella Fromm described Blomberg in 1933 as 
“A reasonable man, except for his blind adoration of Hitler. . . 
A Prussian soldier all his life, he is nevertheless amazingly well- 
bred. He has a good critical sense, and mental agility. Yet now he 
started to praise Hitler. His eyes shone with genuine rapture." He 
called Hitler "'one of the greatest men of all time.’ ”24 

The Nazification of the Army was a gradual process, made pos- 
sible because it was largely done internally, thanks to von Blom- 
berg. On May 15, 1933, he ordered all Wehrmacht (Armed Forces) 
members to salute all uniformed members of the National Ver- 
baende and their colors at rallies and parades. (The National Ver- 
baende referred to all armed formations of the Nazi Party, includ- 
ing the S.A., SS, National Socialist Motor Corps [NSKK] and the 
Hitler Youth, as well as to the non-Nazi Stahlhelm and other 
veterans' organizations.) Soldiers and sailors were also instructed 
to avoid even the appearance of indifference to the "National 
Movement." Blomberg ordered them to give the Nazi (Hitler) 
salute when others were doing so. They were to join in nationalis- 
tic singings as well.” 

In early July, following negotiations with the S.A., Blomberg 
agreed to increased Army-Party contact which, in practical terms, 
meant increased distribution of Nazi propaganda in the lower, less 
sophisticated ranks of the armed forces. He also conceded to the 
disbandment of the Kuratorium, a national youth organization. It 
was to be replaced by the Ausbildungswesen (AW), under S.A. Ober- 
gruppenfuehrer (Lt. General) Krueger. Blomberg had wanted these 
young people—a major source of future recruits— placed under 
the non-Nazi Stahlhelm veterans organization as a balance against 
S.A. Chief Ernst Roehm, so this agreement represented a major 
concession by the armed forces and a major opportunity for the 
Nazis to subvert the impressionable youth. In exchange for the 
AW, the S.A. agreed to provide 250,000 reservists to the Army in 
case of an emergency 26 Since Hitler would probably have ordered 
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their mobilization under military command in case of crisis in any 
event, the S.A.'s agreement to these terms constituted hardly any 
concession at all. 

On September 19, 1933, Blomberg directed servicemen to salute 
uniformed members of the Nazi Party. If the serviceman was in 
plainclothes, he was to use the Nazi salute. This order was so 
unpopular that Blomberg issued a second directive on October 
4, restating it with emphasis. Less than two weeks later a 
lieutenant in the 15th Infantry Regiment was hit in the face by 
Brownshirts because he failed to salute their flag. Blomberg 
immediately summoned the young man to his office and 
sentenced him to three days' house arrest: a most unusual 
measure for a defense minister to take against a junior officer who, 
after all, was the one who had been struck." 

Blomberg went one step further on February 25, 1934, when he 
ordered all servicemen to wear the Wehrmachtsadler (Armed Forces’ 
Eagle) on their tunics. In its claws, the eagle clutched a swastika.?® 
The symbol of the Party now became a part of the everyday 
uniform of every soldier and sailor, but more drastic steps were 
yet to come. 

On December 8, 1933, Blomberg issued his first anti-Semitic 
order: he instructed local commanders to honor any storm trooper 
ban against Jewish shops. Three days after the Wehrmachtsadler 
directive, he imposed racial restrictions on the Armed Forces. Jews 
were to be retired from the military, and no more "non-Aryans" 
were to be allowed into the service. The order was softened by 
paragraphs excluding Jewish war veterans from the discrimina- 
tory clauses, and the army was to determine who was non-Aryan, 
so the order affected fewer than fifty people, but it was distinctly 
anti-Semitic nonetheless. A further order, dated July 15, 1935, for- 
bade servicemen from patronizing Jewish-owned shops.?? 

On April 4, 1934, Blomberg dictated that the Armed Forces hold 
National Socialist political doctrine classes for its soldiers and 
sailors twice a week. This indoctrination was carried one step 
further on January 30, 1936, when Blomberg ordered a special 
course of Nazi political instruction and training be instituted in 
all officer training schools, staff colleges, and in the War Academy. 
The following year this course of instruction was extended down 
to the Wehrkreis level.*° 
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In July 1935, Blomberg issued a secret order commanding offi- 
cers to accept the Nazi world view. Henceforth, by order of the 
Minister of War, the military officers were supposed to accept the 
Hitlerian philosophy, as well as the political views of the Nazi 
Party. Only men who publicly endorsed National Socialism were 
to be commissioned in the future. On April 1 of the following year, 
he prohibited servicemen from marrying non-Aryans. Even if only 
one of the bride-elect's grandparents was Jewish, the marriage was 
to be forbidden. Within two months he ordered that politically 
unreliable officers be reported to the Gestapo. Other Blomberg 
orders restricted the prerogatives of chaplains, decreed that 
attendance at the Barracks Evening Hour religious services and 
church parades was no longer mandatory, and that members of 
the armed forces were to treat members of the SS as comrades.?! 

As the Army collaboration with the Nazis grew closer, Blom- 
berg's personal popularity with the Officers' Corps declined 
accordingly. Where before he had been referred to as "Siegfried 
with a monocle,” his new nicknames were heard more and more 
frequently. He became known as the Rubber Lion ("Gummi-Loewe") 
and Hitler’s Boy Quex (“Hitler-Junge Quex”), after an idealized and 
adventurous boy in the Hitler Youth, seen frequently on German 
cinema screens at the time. None of this, however, affected Blom- 
berg's personal advancement. On August 30, 1933, only seven 
months after Hitler's rise to power, the Fuehrer promoted Blom- 
berg to colonel general. On May 31, 1935, Hitler appointed Blom- 
berg Commander-in-Chief over all three services (including Goer- 
ing's Luftwaffe), making him the most powerful peacetime general 
in German history: quite a rise for a man who spent over ten years 
as a second lieutenant! Finally, on April 20, 1936, he reached the 
pinnacle of his military career: Hitler used the occasion of his own 
forty-seventh birthday to promote the Rubber Lion to field 
marshal.? 

In most things Blomberg got along very well with Hitler, espe- 
cially in the mid-1934 to early 1937 period. There were three fun- 
damental reasons for this successful relationship: 1) Blomberg was 
doing what Hitler wanted him to do; 2) Hitler was not yet com- 
pletely secure politically (he was not yet the all-powerful dictator 
he later became); and 3) he still respected his generals' opinions, 
and did not yet consider himself the greatest warlord of all history. 
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In any event, Blomberg experienced little of the amateurish inter- 
ference that future field marshals would have to endure. When 
Hitler suggested changes in the armed forces during this period, 
they were usually just that: suggestions. Hitler, for example, 
wanted the S.A. trained by the Reichsheer as a reserve military 
formation under party control, but Blomberg objected and the 
matter was dropped. When Himmler was agitating for an expan- 
sion of the Waffen-SS (Armed SS) beyond its original three regi- 
ments, Blomberg objected again, and the expansion was killed. 
However, the Rubber Lion roared the loudest when Ernst Roehm 
tried to usurp the Army's traditional role as defender of the nation 
and to make the storm troopers, in effect, the new armed forces 
of Germany. 

Friction between Roehm and Blomberg began almost from the 
beginning of the Nazi regime. However, after December 1, 1933, 
when Hitler made the S.A. an official branch of the government, 
elevated Roehm to the cabinet as minister without portfolio, and 
gave him a seat on the Reich Defense Council, the Roehm- 
Blomberg arguments became heated and then furious. At one 
point Roehm stated with great harshness that Blomberg did not 
understand the role of the S.A. in the new state any more than 
the deposed Schleicher had. The implications of this remark were 
not lost on Blomberg.?? 

Finally, on April 11, 1934, Blomberg brought the issue to a head. 
He joined Hitler on the cruiser Deutschland from Kiel to Koenigs- 
berg, where they were to attend the spring maneuvers in East 
Prussia. Blomberg was accompanied by Admiral Erich Raeder, the 
Commander-in-Chief of the Navy, and the straitlaced General of 
Artillery Baron Werner von Fritsch, who had replaced Hammer- 
stein as Commander-in-Chief of the Army less than three months 
before. The politician and his commanders-in-chief quietly came 
to an arrangement. The eighty-six-year-old President von Hinden- 
burg was dying of old age, and Hitler wanted to combine the 
offices of chancellor and president under himself, in order to con- 
solidate his power. In return for their support in this venture, 
Hitler agreed to suppress the S.A. Blomberg and Raeder agreed 
immediately, but Fritsch said he wanted to consult his generals 
first. The meeting of the generals took place at Bad Nauheim on 
May 16, 1934, under Fritsch's chairmanship. Blomberg arrived late 


Werner von Blomberg 29 


and found three men had been nominated to succeed Hindenburg: 
Hitler; Crown Prince Wilhelm, who favored a restoration of the 
monarchy; and General Ritter Franz von Epp, a champion of re- 
armament. Hitler was well behind the other two contenders in 
popularity until Blomberg arrived and told them of the “Pact of 
the Deutschland." The generals then unanimously voted to accept 
Hitler under those conditions.*4 Hitler, however, hesitated to sup- 
press his S.A. followers, so the anti-Nazi right wing acted, almost 
for the last time. 

Franz von Papen, the former General Staff officer, started the 
process by giving a tough and courageous anti-Nazi speech at the 
University of Marburg on June 17. Propaganda Minister Dr. Joseph 
Goebbels was singled out for scorn. Goebbels suppressed the 
speech and let loose a storm of anti-right-wing propaganda. Three 
days later, on June 20, Vice Chancellor Franz von Papen, Foreign 
Minister Baron Constantin von Neurath, and Finance Minister 
Count Lutz Schwerin von Krosigk submitted their resignations. 
Hitler refused to accept them, but he was clearly shaken. Rumors 
of a counterrevolution were circulating freely in Berlin. President 
Hindenburg was said to be considering declaring martial law and 
turning power over to the Army. The Chancellor decided to visit 
Hindenburg at his Neudeck estate to discuss the situation. 

Hitler was met on the steps of Neudeck by General von Blom- 
berg. No Rubber Lion now, the tall, monocled Minister looked and 
sounded like a cold, pure-bred Prussian. He informed Hitler in no 
uncertain terms that, unless the present state of tension and crisis 
were dispelled, thé President would declare martial law and the 
Army would take over the government. Ushered into Hinden- 
burg’s presence a few minutes later, he received the same message 
from the old field marshal's own lips. Blomberg stood right beside 
Hitler throughout the entire interview; he would not allow Hitler 
a private conference with the head of state. Less than half an hour 
after he arrived, Hitler was on his way back to Berlin, but he had 
gotten the message: Roehm must go and the storm troopers must 
be suppressed, or Hitler himself would be deposed by the minister 
of defense. 

Nine days later, on June 30, Hitler acted. He personally arrested 
Roehm and had him shot, along with at least 116 others. The 
number of dead probably exceeded 400. Among those killed were 
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two generals: Kurt von Schleicher and his former lieutenant, Kurt 
von Bredow. By no means all of the dead were S.A. men: former 
politicians, old enemies, and an indiscreet religious minister (who 
knew too much about one of Hitler's love affairs) were all mur- 
dered. One respected music critic named Willi Schmid was taken 
out and killed by accident—the SS men were supposed to kill a 
man named Willi Schmidt. These excesses resulted in a storm of 
protest from the senior officers, but Blomberg stood by the "Pact 
of the Deutschland." He made sure that Hindenburg sent a message 
publicly congratulating Hitler for his actions. At a cabinet meeting 
the next day, July 3, Blomberg expressed the armed forces' ap- 
proval for the promulgation of a decree declaring the Blood Purge 
legal, since it was in the defense of the state.?ó 

Hindenburg died on August 2, 1934. Hitler assumed the office 
of President, and promised that Blomberg would be his deputy 
for military affairs, just as Nazi Party Chief Rudolf Hess was his 
deputy for party affairs. The implication was clear: the Army 
would have a free hand in its own field, as long as it remained 
clear of politics. And that is exactly what happened—for over two 
years. During that period, Blomberg began Germany's military ex- 
pansion. 


SINCE 1921, THE Reichsheer had consisted of seven Wehrkreise: I at 
Koenigsburg, II at Stettin, II] at Berlin, IV at Dresden, V at Stuttgart, 
VI at Muenster, and VII at Munich. Each had a territorial responsi- 
bility, and each had one infantry division, which bore the same 
number as its Wehrkreis. The Wehrkreise were subordinate to one 
oftwo "army groups" (Gruppenkommandos), which were army-level 
headquarters. Army Group 1, headquartered in Berlin, was re- 
sponsible for northern and eastern Germany and included Wehr- 
kreise I, II, III, and IV, while Wehrkreise V, VI, and VII in southern 
and western Germany were subordinate to Army Group 2 at 
Kassel. In addition, the Reichsheer had three cavalry divisions: the 
1st at Frankfurt-am-Oder, the 2nd at Breslau, and the 3rd at Wei- 
mar. They had no territorial responsibilities, but were directly 
subordinate to the army groups. The 1st and 2nd Cavalry divisions 
were under Army Group 1, and the 3rd Cavalry was commanded 
by Army Group 2. Both army groups were directly subordinate 
to the Commander-in-Chief of the Reichsheer in Berlin. Each 
infantry division had about 12,000 men, while each cavalry divi- 
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sion mustered about 5,300 men." This organization provided 
Blomberg (and later Brauchitsch) with an excellent structure with 
which to carry out Germany's military expansion. 

As early as October 1934, Hitler ordered Blomberg to increase 
the size of the Army from 100,000 to 300,000 men. Blomberg and 
Fritsch planned to expand it from ten to twenty-one divisions 
under the existing Wehrkreis structure. Each Wehrkreis would 
become a true corps headquarters, controlling three divisions 
each. However, by the time Hitler reintroduced conscription and 
publicly announced German rearmament on Saturday, March 16, 
1935, the plans had been changed. Now Germany was to have 36 
divisions. To meet these requirements, Blomberg created three 
new Wehrkreise. The 2nd and 3rd Cavalry divisions were dis- 
banded and their headquarters were used to form Wehrkreis VIII 
at Breslau and Wehrkreis IX at Kassel, respectively. Later that year 
a new Wehrkreis headquarters (X) was formed at Hamburg. Near 
the end ofthe yeara third army group was set up at Dresden under 
Fedor von Bock. He joined Gerd von Rundstedt at Berlin and Ritter 
Wilhelm von Leeb at Kassel as Germany's army group command- 
ers. All later became field marshals, as did several 1936 Wehrkreise 
commanders: Walter von Brauchitsch (I), Erwin von Witzleban 
(IID, Sigmund von List (IV), Guenther von Kluge (VI), Reichenau 
(VID, and Ewald von Kleist (VIII). Hitler's Marshalrate was already 
taking shape.” 

The new Wehrmacht Defense Law, which was published on 
May 21, 1935, led to the creation of a new command structure. At 
the top, of course, was Hitler, who assumed the title of Supreme 
Commander of the Armed Forces (Der Oberste Befehlshaber der Wehr- 
macht). Blomberg, his deputy in military affairs, changed his title 
from minister of defense to minister of war and Commander-in- 
Chief of the Armed Forces (Oberbefehlshaber der Wehrmacht). The 
Reichswehr was renamed the Armed Forces (Wehrmacht), the 
Reichsheer became the Army (Heer) while the Reichsmarine 
became the Navy (Kriegsmarine). At the same time the Air Force 
(Luftwaffe) was created as a separate branch under Hermann Goer- 
ing. All three branches came under the Wehrmacht (Blomberg), 
much to Goering’s disgust. The Truppenamt was also renamed. 
It became the General Staff of the Army as, in fact, it had been 
all along.?? 

Shortly after compulsory military service was reintroduced, the 
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revitalization of the Army took a major symbolic step forward 
when the War Academy in Berlin was reopened. The historic 
training ground of General Staff officers, it had been established 
by Scharnhorst in 1810 but had been closed by the victorious Allies 
in 1920. Now, on October 18, 1935, it was reopened on the 125th 
anniversary of its birth. Blomberg joined Hitler at the ceremonies, 
as did a host of dignitaries, past and present. Field Marshal August 
von Mackensen, who had won the great victory over the Russians 
at Gorlice in 1915, was there, as was Colonel General Hans von 
Seeckt, Goering, Fritsch, Beck, Rundstedt, Witzleben, and others— 
a sure mark of the Officer Corps' approval of Hitler's plans for 
arming his Reich. General of Infantry Kurt Liebmann was named 
the first commandant of the Academy. His corps-level rank was 
an indication of the importance attached to his post. 

Another high-level training facility was created in October 1935, 
when the Armed Forces Academy was opened in Berlin. It was 
headed by General Wilhelm Adam, the Wehrkreis VII commander 
whom Blomberg had removed from his post as chief of the General 
Staff in 1933. Adam was succeeded in his Wehrkreis command by 
Reichenau, who felt he needed field command experience. Blom- 
berg would have cause to regret the absence of Reichenau's strong 
personality and firm hand in the days ahead. 


AUTHOR DAVID IRVING called Blomberg "an officer of considerable 
vision" for the role he played in creating the Luftwaffe,*! and he 
was absolutely correct. Despite his subservience to Hitler and his 
political ineptitude, no one can doubt that Blomberg was techni- 
cally proficient. In the summer of 1933, he informed his command- 
ers that the Geneva Disarmament Conference would come to 
nothing and that Germany must secretly rearm. He listed three 
specific elements that must go into this effort: 1) an air force; 2) 
a panzer arm; 3) an elite officer corps, especially in the panzer arm. 

In 1933, as soon as the Air Ministry was formally established, 
Blomberg transferred his Air Operations Staff to it. Even though 
an infantry officer by training, he recognized the need for a strong 
air force and gave up some of his best and most promising Army 
officers to the new branch. In 1933 alone, he transferred 550 officers 
with aviation experience to the clandestine Luftwaffe. These were 
followed later by about 4,000 additional junior officers and N.C.O. 
volunteers. Later, at the funeral oration for Walter Wever, the first 
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chief of the General Staff of the Luftwaffe, who was killed in an 
air accident on June 3, 1936, Goering paid indirect tribute to Blom- 
berg's magnanimity: "I acquired him through the generosity of the 
Army. He was one of many other outstanding officers. In Wever, 
the Army gave me its best. From day to day, as our work brought 
us together, I realized that I had been given the best of them all." 

Blomberg also played a role in the development of the panzer 
arm. Ludwig Beck and others would have killed the blitzkreig in 
its infancy by reducing the armored formations to nothing but 
infantry support units, and Fritsch was no great panzer advocate, 
either. Blomberg overrode them all by ordering the creation of 
three panzer divisions. They were activated on October 15, 1935. 
The 1st Panzer was formed at Weimar under Lieutenant General 
Baron Maximilian von Weichs. The 2nd Panzer was created at 
Wuerzburg under Colonel Heinz Guderian, while the 3rd Panzer 
was formed in Berlin, under Lieutenant General Ernst Fessmann.* 

The expansion of the armed forces further enhanced Blomberg's 
policy of Army-Nazi collaboration by converting some of the older 
Officers to his ideas, by bringing pro-Nazi officers into or back into 
the service, and by creating new command slots, which Blomberg 
often filled with pro-Hitler officers. Younger officers during this era 
tended to have a much stronger National Socialist orientation than 
older ones, and the age of the average officer dropped markedly. 
The average colonel in 1930, for example, was more than fifty-two 
years old. Six years later the average colonel was only forty-three. 
The typical lieutenant colonel in 1930 was forty-seven and a half 
years old; by 1936, the average "light" colonel was less than forty. 
The age of the average major declined from forty-one to thirty- 
five and a half over the same period. The total number of general 
officers increased 400 percent in just four years, from 42 in 1932 
to more than 150 in 1936, and was still growing as more divisions 
and Wehrkreise were created. The number of full colonels grew 
from 105 to 325 during the same period.* Propaganda, Blomberg's 
policies, and the prospect for rapid promotion caused many 
officers who had initially been suspect of Hitler to now enthusias- 
tically endorse the new regime. Overt opposition to Nazism be- 
came rare after 1935, although it still existed beneath the surface. 


BLOMBERG'S STANDING WITH the Fuehrer began to decline in 1936, 
during the Rhineland crisis. The field marshal had no doubt 
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annoyed Hitler earlier by pleading for better treatment for the 
Jews, but Hitler ignored these unofficial requests. To Hitler, how- 
ever, Blomberg’s conduct during the remilitarization of the Rhine- 
land showed a distinct lack of nerve. 

German military forces had not been permitted in the Rhineland 
since the Treaty of Versailles. Hitler ordered the region reoccupied 
on March 1, 1936, and, although Blomberg favored a negotiated 
settlement, he dutifully issued the preliminary directive to subor- 
dinate commanders the next day; after all, contingency plans for 
this action had existed since May 1935. Three days later he set 
March 7 as the date for the operation to begin. That morning three 
battalions crossed the Rhine. One headed for Aachen, another for 
Trier, and the third for Saarbruecken. Blomberg was nervous from 
the first, but his mental agitation grew worse when the French 
responded by concentrating thirteen divisions near the German 
frontier. On March 9 Blomberg lost his nerve completely and 
begged Hitler to let him withdraw the troops. The Fuehrer tersely 
told the war minister that he had weak nerves. Allied diplomats 
tried to pressure him into withdrawing. Hitler then threatened to 
send six more divisions into the Rhineland, even though he had 
only about four brigades available. The Allies backed down and 
Hitler had his way—a pattern that would repeat itself several 
times in the next three and a half years.“ Hitler later commented 
that Blomberg behaved like a "hysterical maiden" during this 
crisis. He told von Rundstedt that Blomberg's proposal to 
withdraw was nothing less than an act of cowardice.^ 

Hitler chalked up another black mark against Blomberg that 
summer when the field marshal opposed German involvement in 
the Spanish Civil War. The Prussian's opinion was that Germany 
had too much to lose and too little to gain by dabbling in the tricky 
politics of the Mediterranean. Blomberg’s opposition was frank 
and open: he was against the adventure and he did not care who 
knew it. He may have been right, too, from a strategic point of 
view, but Hitler took the chance—and won again. 

From 1936, Blomberg's strategic planning became more and 
more defensively oriented in nature. At the heart of his cautious- 
ness was his belief that the German Army had expanded too 
rapidly and that its recruits were not yet ready for war. The 
expansion continued, nevertheless, and well beyond the initial 
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thirty-six-division Army. In 1936, two more Wehrkreise were 
created: XI at Hanover and XII at Wiesbaden in the remilitarized 
Rhineland. This was followed in 1937 by the establishment of 
Wehrkreis XIII at Nuremberg, under Baron von Weichs. Further, 
there were three new corps, without territorial responsibilities, to 
control the new mobile divisions: XIV Corps under General Gustav 
von Wietersheim controlled the new motorized divisions (the 2nd, 
13th, 20th, and 29th); XV Corps under General Hermann Hoth 
directed the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Light divisions (and later a fourth); 
and XVI Corps under Guderian was responsible for the three 
panzer divisions. Headquarters, Army Group 4, was activated at 
Leipzig in late 1937 to control the XIV, XV, and XVI corps. Also 
nonterritorial, it was commanded by von Brauchtisch, who was 
succeeded at Wehrkreis I by General Georg von Kuechler.^? 

Despite the growing strength of the Army, Blomberg's deteri- 
orating position was further damaged in the Hossbach Conference 
of November 5, 1938. Besides the minister of war, Goering, Fritsch, 
Admiral Raeder, and Foreign Minister von Neurath participated. 
(The discussion was recorded for posterity by Colonel Fritz 
Hossbach, Hitler's Wehrmacht adjutant, which is why historians 
have given the conference that name.) 

Hitler revealed that he planned to implement the first step in 
his Lebensraum agenda by launching a blitzkrieg attack on 
Czechoslovakia in 1938, instead of the 1943-45 period, as originally 
planned. He also planned to incorporate Austria into the Reich 
in 1938. He did not believe the Western Allies would honor their 
treaty obligations in central Europe. He assured his shocked 
audience that Great Britain had already written off Czechoslo- 
vakia, and France would follow suit. If he proved wrong, however, 
the Army must be prepared to act with lightning speed. 

Blomberg and Fritsch made it clear that the Army was not yet 
ready to fight a major European war. They warned Hitler against 
underestimating the strength of the French Army, or of the Czech- 
oslovakian fortifications. They were also quite worried about the 
prospect of a war on two fronts. Blomberg was especially out- 
spoken in opposing the invasion of Czechoslovakia, and Neurath 
also spoke out against war. Even Goering thought Hitler should 
finish the job in Spain first. Raeder said very little during the four- 
hour discussion. 
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Hitler was disturbed and unhappy over his generals' attitudes. 
He had expected them to want war as much as he did and was 
disappointed over their obvious lack of enthusiasm.*? 

Blomberg became nervous and upset after the Hossbach Con- 
ference. Apparently frightened by his own courage, the Rubber 
Lion now retreated from his opposition to the Fuehrer. In mid- 
December, he approved a draft for Operation "Green," the inva- 
sion of Czechoslovakia, which stated that Prague could be success- 
fully attacked even before the Wehrmacht was completely pre- 
pared for war, providing she was deprived of all of her allies except 
Russia. Blomberg's vacillation led to animosity with Fritsch, whose 
attitude remained unbending, even in the face of Hitler's hostility. 

To complicate matters further, the Nazi Party was attempting 
to harass the divisional chaplains again. Fritsch and Beck appealed 
to Blomberg, but it took a great deal of effort on their part to induce 
the field marshal to go to Hitler and protest the Party's meddling 
in the internal affairs of the military again.” 


ON DECEMBER 15, 1937, Colonel Alfred Jodl of the OKW staff noted in 
his diary that Blomberg was "highly excited" for some unknown 
reason. The war minister then departed for a week "to some 
unknown place.”5! Actually he was off to Oberhof, where he spent 
a week with his girlfriend. Author Telford Taylor called him 
"moonstruck."*? 

The object of his affections was twenty-four-year-old Eva 
Gruhn, a stenographer with the Reich Egg Marketing Board. She 
was described as pretty, petite, and fair-haired, with gray-blue 
eyes and "a generous mouth." ^? Matthew Cooper believes that 
Blomberg met her during one of his jaunts to the Berlin nightclub 
district. He was aware that she had a past but did not know it 
included prostitution and posing for pornography. 

Werner von Blomberg was a lonely man. A widower since 1932, 
his five children were now grown; in fact, early that year his 
youngest daughter had become engaged to Lieutenant Karl-Heinz 
Keitel, the eldest son of General of Artillery Wilhelm Keitel, who 
had replaced Reichenau in the Ministry Office. After his week at 
Oberhof, Blomberg headed for Munich, where he delivered the 
funeral oration for General Erich Ludendorff at the Feldherrnhalle 
on December 22. Here he sought out Hermann Goering for advice. 
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Goering had married a divorced actress after the death of his first 
wife, and Blomberg was concerned about the objections the strait- 
laced Prussian Officers' Corps might have to his marrying a com- 
moner, and one younger than most of his children at that. 

Much to Blomberg's relief, Goering heartily approved of the 
match. That was what National Socialism was all about, he said. 
There was no reason the field marshal should not marry a girl from 
the working class. Goering even offered to intercede with Hitler 
on the minister's behalf. 

There was another problem, Blomberg said hesitantly. There 
was a rival.... No problem, the happy Goering announced. A few 
days later the rival was on a boat heading for South America. 
Whatever else one can say about Hermann Goering, he knew how 
to get things done. 

Later that day Blomberg met with Hitler at his private, unpre- 
tentious Munich apartment on Prinzregenten Platz. Blomberg 
asked Hitler's permission to marry a government typist of modest 
background. (It was common practice for German officers to 
request their superiors' permission to marry in those days, and 
their applications were not always approved.) Hitler, however, 
consented immediately.» He and Goering would be the principal 
witnesses. 

The ceremony took place at the War Ministry on January 12, 
1938. There was reason for haste: Fraulein Gruhn was pregnant. 
The ceremony was extremely private; not one member of the 
Blomberg family was present. His only personal friend at the 
wedding was Captain Hans von Friedelburg, his former naval 
adjutant. Not even Reichenau knew about the wedding until later. 
The press hardly noticed the event.” 

The newlyweds went first to Leipzig and then headed for Italy. 
Their honeymoon was spoiled, however, by the death of Blom- 
berg's mother, who lived with her daughter at Eberswalde, not 
far from Berlin. Blomberg attended the funeral but gave the 
mourners no opportunity to express their condolences or to meet 
his new bride. The field marshal and his wife were the first to leave 
the cemetery.” 

Meanwhile, in an obscure corner of the Berlin Police Depart- 
ment, a minor official named Curt Hellmuth Muller of the criminal 
police came across a photograph of Blomberg’s wife—in the nude. 
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A further search uncovered the following facts: Eva Gruhn's father 
had died when she was five. Her mother had run a massage parlor, 
a designation that was used as cover for a brothel. Eva was a 
problem child and, at age eighteen, left home and moved into an 
apartment with her lover, a 41-year-old Czech Jew. It was he who 
arranged for a Polish photographer to take the pornographic pic- 
tures, for which she was arrested. She also had a record as a 
prostitute.5? 

Count Wolf-Heinrich von Helldorf, the police president of Ber- 
lin, was horrified when the dossier reached his desk. Helldorf's 
loyalties were mixed. Although a staunch Nazi at the time, he was 
also an aristocrat and a member of the Officer Corps. He had 
served in the World War as an officer of Hussars, and later had 
fought with the Rossbach Freikorps against the Poles. His official 
duty was clear: by regulations, he should take the file to Heinrich 
Himmler, the SS leader and head of the German police. Helldorf 
went to the War Ministry instead.’ 

Helldorf apparently attempted to see Blomberg, but he was out, 
so he took the dossier to Keitel. After some discussion, Helldorf 
suggested that they burn the file. Wilhelm Keitel had personal and 
family ties with Blomberg, but he lacked moral courage. He sug- 
gested, instead, that the file be turned over to Hermann Goering.9? 

The next day, Saturday, January 22, 1938, Helldorf gave the 
dossier to the Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe. Goering 
immediately saw an opportunity here. He wanted to be Minister 
of War himself, and he was jealous of Blomberg for representing 
Germany at the coronation of King George VI in England the year 
before. General von Fritsch would have to be eliminated also, but 
Hermann Goering was up to that task as well, as we shall see. 

"Blomberg has married a whore!" the Chief of the Luftwaffe 
announced to Adolf Hitler at Berchtesgaden on Monday, January 
24, as he handed the explosive dossier over to the Fuehrer. Unlike 
his deputy, Hitler was not pleased at all. He mumbled something 
to the effect that if a German field marshal could do this, then 
anything in the world was possible.*! Goering lamented his role 
as the bearer of bad news, but Blomberg would have to be dis- 
missed. Hitler was not sure at first that this step was necessary, 
but Goering assured him that it was. The Prussian Officer Corps 
would not stand for this outrage, he said. 


Werner von Blomberg 39 


Goering was certainly right on that point. The Corps was already 
considerably upset over the marriage, as well as some strange tele- 
phone calls—from prostitutes—congratulating stiff-necked and 
proper generals on having one of their number as the First Lady 
of the Armed Forces. Blomberg was already unpopular with many 
of the generals because of his pro-Nazi policies. Generals Beck and 
von Fritsch were already demanding his resignation.s2 

Goering personally confronted Blomberg with the news about 
his wife that very day. Blomberg was shocked, as one might well 
imagine. His world was suddenly collapsing around him. He 
offered to divorce his wife at once. That was not enough, Goering 
said, politely but firmly. The Army High Command was already 
demanding his resignation, he said, as indeed it was. He told 
Blomberg that he would have no choice but to comply. 

The following day Hitler summoned Blomberg into his presence 
and dismissed him. Jodl recorded that the Fuehrer treated the 
ruined man with "superhuman kindness," and this indeed seems 
to have been the case. He told Blomberg to go into exile for a year 
and gave him 50,000 Reichsmarks to take a trip around the world. 
There would be no special court of honor to consider the case, 
as some officers demanded —Hlitler would see to that, he said. He 
even consulted the field marshal on who should be his successor 
as minister of war. Ironically, Blomberg recommended Goering, 
but Hitler rejected this notion out of hand. Goering was too lazy, 
he said. Blomberg, deeply wounded over how quickly and unani- 
mously the Officer Corps had turned against him, then suggested 
that Hitler assume the title of minister of war himself. 

It is possible that Hitler had not considered this solution until 
that moment, but it certainly appealed to him, and he assumed 
Blomberg's post one week later. Hitler's first field marshal had 
performed his last great disservice to the Officer Corps. In their 
next-to-last meeting, Adolf Hitler said to Blomberg: "As soon as 
Germany's hour comes, you will again be by my side, and every- 
thing that has happened in the past will be forgotten."9? 

Blomberg left Berlin on January 27, 1938, after one last visit with 
Hitler, who wished him bon voyage. He went to Italy, to resume 
his honeymoon and begin his exile. A few days later Blomberg 
was visited by Admiral Raeder's OKW adjutant, Lieutenant Baron 
Hubertus von Wangenheim, who found the couple on the beauti- 
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ful island of Capri. Wangenheim was supposed to ask Blomberg 
to divorce his wife for the sake of the Officer Corps. The overly 
enthusiastic young naval officer, however, grossly exceeded his 
instructions. He invited Blomberg to commit suicide and even 
tried to thrust a revolver into the disgraced field marshal's hands! 
Blomberg declined the weapon, commenting that von Wangen- 
heim apparently had quite a different view of life than he did. 
Wangenheim then indignantly informed the bridegroom that he 
had nothing but contempt for him, and stalked out.‘ 

The sequel to this incident proves that Blomberg still had a few 
friends left in Berlin. Keitel, now Commander-in-Chief of OKW, 
the High Command of the Armed Forces, sacked Wangenheim, 
and Goering, perhaps with a guilty conscience, demanded that 
Wangenheim be dismissed from the service and even threatened 
to have him shot. Raeder, however, protected the lieutenant and 
allowed him to remain in the Navy.® 

Frau von Blomberg miscarried while the couple was in Italy.® 
After her recovery they took a trip to Cairo, Ceylon, India, the East 
Indies, and Singapore before returning to Germany in late January 
1939, at the end of Blomberg’s period of exile. They settled in the 
town of Bad Wiessee, Bavaria, and lived there, in obscurity and 
total retirement, until the end of the war.” 

After the initial shock of the scandal and disgrace wore off, 
Blomberg, who was always romantically inclined, apparently for- 
gave Eva completely, and lived quite happily with his wife until 
his arrest by the Allies after the collapse of the Third Reich. As 
early as January 27, 1938, when Keitel urged him to get a divorce, 
Blomberg indignantly responded that he loved her. He was now 
aware of her past, he said, but she had been earning an honest 
living for some time, and he would rather shoot himself than leave 
her. He had changed his tune completely since he spoke to 
Goering three days before, but he did not change it again. 

When the war broke out in September 1939, Blomberg wrote 
Hitler and asked to be reemployed, hinting he would even accept 
command of a corps—a position well beneath his rank (see 
Appendix H for the hierarchy of the German units, along with their 
strengths and the normal ranks of their commanders). Hitler, how- 
ever, now knew the depth of bitterness the senior generals held 
for Blomberg. He sent the retired marshal word—indirectly—that 
he could not use Blomberg as long as he remained with his wife.9? 
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This ended the matter: Blomberg preferred Eva to the Army and 
was not employed again. 

Blomberg was now completely isolated and friendless, as far as 
the Officer Corps was concerned. Even Reichenau deserted him. 
On one occasion during the war, the two men and their wives 
happened to be in the same restaurant. Neither gave any sign of 
recognition.”” In his rambling, unpublished Memoirs, which are 
historically useless,” Blomberg pathetically commented that he 
expected better treatment from Reichenau. 

Strangely enough, it was Adolf Hitler who remembered him 
with gratitude. On May 20, 1940, the day the panzers reached the 
English Channel and sealed the doom of France, Hitler was under- 
standably overjoyed. In the middle of his victory celebration he 
paused for a minute and said: “I must not forget how much I owe 
to Field Marshal von Blomberg at this moment. Without his help, 
the Wehrmacht would never have become the magnificent instru- 
ment that has reaped us this magnificent victory."7? 

For his former services, Hitler saw to it that Blomberg continued 
to draw his full marshal's salary until the end of the war. Both 
of Blomberg's sons—Alex and Henning-— were killed in action 
during the conflict. Despite these tragedies and a growing sense 
of isolation and frustration, Blomberg continued to believe in final 
victory until the end.” Arrested by the Americans at the end of 
the war, he testified at Nuremberg. Among other things, he said: 
"Before 1938-39 the German generals were not opposed to Hitler. 
There was no reason to oppose him since he produced the results 
which they desired.”4 

Even in prison at Nuremberg, many of Blomberg’s former col- 
leagues and subordinates continued to cut and shun him. Brau- 
chitsch, for example, refused even to visit Blomberg on his 
deathbed. To those who would associate with him, however, 
Blomberg sooner or later remarked that his second marriage was 
a happy one.” 

Field Marshal Werner von Blomberg had done a great deal 
toward the Nazification of the Armed Forces and had helped to 
furnish Hitler with the weapon he needed to wage World War II. 
Suffering from cancer, he died "a pathetic, bedridden old man,” 
on March 14, 1946, while in American detention at Nuremberg .7ó 
He was buried without ceremony in an unmarked grave. 
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WALTER VON BRAUCHITSCH 


THE LAST PROFESSIONAL soldier to be Commander-in-Chief of the 
German Army in the Second World War was Walter von Brau- 
chitsch. He was a compromise candidate; indeed, the word “com- 
promise" seems to be synonymous with his entire career in high 
command. History has dealt harshly with him, as well it should: 
he surrendered much to the Nazis in order to realize his personal 
ambitions. He sacrificed the remnants of the Army's independence 
out of subservience to Hitler; the General Staff’s hegemony in 
military affairs to Hitler's creature, the OKW, and the careers of 
many of his colleagues and friends in order to make room at the 
top for generals more favorable to the Fuehrer. In the end his 
reward for his compromises turned to ashes in his mouth. His 
health broke, he retired in obscurity and disgrace, and died, nearly 
blind, in an enemy prison. It is not an attractive story. 


WALTER VON BRAUCHITSCH was born in Berlin on October 4, 1881, the 
son of a Prussian general of cavalry. Destined for a career in the 
Army, he was raised in and around the Imperial Court and as a 
youth was a member of the Corps of Pages. Martially handsome, 
he served for a time as personal page of Empress Augusta Victoria. 
On March 22, 1900, at age eighteen, he was commissioned Leutnant 
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(second lieutenant) in the elite 3rd Foot Guards Regiment, but 
transferred to the 3rd Guards Field Artillery Regiment the follow- 
ing year. He was associated with the artillery for the rest of his 
career; in fact, his positive innovations in that branch have been 
largely overlooked. It was Brauchitsch, however, who played a 
major role in developing the 88mm gun as both an antitank and 
antiaircraft weapon. This "88" was later mounted on the PzKw 
V "Tiger" and PzKw VI "Panther" tanks and was both feared and 
respected by a generation of American soldiers, who generally 
considered it to be the finest tank gun used in the Second World 
War.! 

Lieutenant von Brauchitsch's career developed normally 
enough for a Prussian general-elect. He did his artillery training 
and troop duty, became the adjutant of an artillery battalion in 
1906, and adjutant of the 3rd Guards Field Artillery in April 1909. 
Six months later he was promoted to first lieutenant and, on 
December 29, 1910, married the noble-born but reportedly unat- 
tractive and emotionally cool Elizabeth von Karstedt, while he was 
a student at the War Academy. Duly graduated in 1912, he re- 
ceived the distinctive red leg stripes of a General Staff officer. He 
was assigned to the Greater General Staff in Berlin in 1912, was 
promoted to captain in 1913, and was on the General Staff of the 
Army in 1914, when World War I broke out? 

Brauchitsch spent the entire war on the Western Front as a 
General Staff officer, first with XVI Corps (1914-15), then with the 
34th Infantry Division (1915-18), the 1st Guards Reserve Division 
(1918), and the Guards Reserve Corps (1918). He emerged from 
the conflict with the rank of major and the Hohenzollern House 
Order, a high decoration in the Imperial Army? He was accepted 
into the 100,000 man Reichsheer as a matter of course. 

During the days of the Weimar Republic, Brauchitsch continued 
his steady but unspectacular climb. He was on the staff of Wehr- 
kreis II, then was attached to Artillery Command II, before serving 
a year's troop duty as commander, 2nd Battery, 2nd Field Artillery 
Regiment (1921-22). He was transferred to a staff job on the Trup- 
penamt for three years, before serving two more years troop duty 
as commander, II Battalion, 6th Artillery Regiment (1925-27). Next 
he became chief of staff of Wehrkreis VI at Muenster (1927-30), 
before returning to the General Staff at Berlin, where he became 
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director of Army training in the Truppenamt (1930-32) and inspec- 
tor of artillery (1932-33). He was preparing to take up his new post 
as commander of Wehrkreis I at Koenigsberg when Hitler became 
Chancellor. Brauchitsch's promotions had also come regularly: 
lieutenant colonel (1925), colonel (1928), major general (1930), and 
lieutenant general (1933). 

Brauchitsch's attitude toward the Nazis varied from cool aloof- 
ness to outright hostility. He dealt firmly with Erich Koch, the 
rabid Nazi Gauleiter of East Prussia, and even ejected SS units 
from Wehrkreis maneuvers when they displeased him. Watching 
the Nazi Party Rally in Nuremberg, he told General Wilhelm Adam 
that he wished it were possible for him to live abroad. Later, when 
Goebbels spread an unflattering rumor about his private life, Brau- 
chitsch challenged him to a duel. He professed to be a deeply 
religious man and was known to keep a Bible on his bed table, 
which he turned to for comfort and solace Certainly he was not 
considered a Nazi appeaser by his fellow generals at this point 
in his career. In fact, he was highly thought of as a "distinguished 
representative of the Prussian aristocratic tradition," to quote 
author Harold C. Deutsch. Army Commander-in-Chief General 
Werner von Fritsch called him his "best horse," and gave him 
command of Army Group 4 at Leipzig in 1937. Now a general of 
artillery, Brauchitsch controlled XIV, XV, and XVI Corps: all of the 
German panzer, mechanized, and motorized divisions—the 
Reich's entire mobile strike force. It was an assignment of great 
responsibility and an indication of even greater things in the 
future. Far from seeing himself on the threshold of a great career, 
however, Brauchitsch considered his career near its end. He faced 
the prospect of retiring in disgrace and of living in retirement, 
ostracized by his friends and fellow officers, eking out an existence 
with inadequate financial means. The reason for this bleak attitude 
was a woman or, more precisely, two women. 

Brauchitsch's wife, according to General Curt Siewert, was an 
unattractive “governess type," lacking in warmth and femininity.® 
They had been living apart for about five years, although Brau- 
chitsch had engaged in at least one extramarital affair while they 
were together. The other woman was a divorcée named Charlotte 
Rueffer, a beautiful and sexy daughter of a Silesian judge, whom 
Brauchitsch had met in Breslau in 1925 or 1926. He had asked his 
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wife for a divorce then, but she refused. The illicit relationship 
ended for a time, and Charlotte married a bank director named 
Schmidt, but he drowned in a bathtub during a visit to Berlin, so 
Charlotte was free to resume their liaison when Brauchitsch 
returned from East Prussia in 1937. 

By early 1938, Brauchitsch was determined to marry Frau 
Rueffer, but his wife was unwilling to grant him a divorce without 
a large lump-sum cash settlement. The general was preparing to 
pay much of his salary in alimony, but this did not satisfy Frau 
Brauchitsch: she wanted a lump sum or she would contest the 
divorce, which would result in a scandal that would end Brau- 
chitsch’s career. A divorce was bad enough in the 1930s, but the 
straitlaced Prussian Officer Corps would never tolerate a scandal. 
Brauchitsch decided to push ahead nevertheless, even if it ended 
the only career he had ever known. He considered his present 
situation intolerable.? Then, suddenly, he found himself not only 
happily divorced but his ex-wife satisfied and financially secure— 
the scandal suppressed by no less a personage than the Head of 
State—and himself promoted to colonel general and named 
Commander-in-Chief of the German Army! Here is how it 
happened. 


AS WE HAVE seen in chapter 1, Field Marshal Werner von Blomberg 
was relieved of his position as minister of war on January 26, 1938, 
when it was discovered that he had married a former prostitute. 
The next in line for this post was Colonel General Baron Werner 
Thomas Ludwig von Fritsch, the C-in-C of the Army. The idea of 
appointing this tough, independent-minded Prussian, however, 
was intolerable to Hitler, who despised him. Fritsch was openly 
anti-Nazi, hated the SS, and had made it quite clear in the Hoss- 
bach Conference of November 5, 1937, that he opposed Hitler’s 
aggressive plans. Hermann Goering—who coveted the defense 
minister’s job himself—knew that he would have to get rid of 
Fritsch before he could assume Blomberg’s mantle, so he teamed 
up with Himmler and Reinhard Heydrich, the chief of the S.D. 
(Sicherheitsdienst, or Security Service) to frame Fritsch. On January 
25, at the same time he presented Hitler the police dossier on Frau 
Blomberg, Goering handed Hitler another document—prepared 
by Himmler and Heydrich—charging Fritsch with homosexual 
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offenses. It also charged Fritsch with having paid blackmail to an 
ex-convict named Hans Schmidt since 1935, to keep Fritsch's ac- 
tivities secret. All these charges were purely fictitious, of course, 
but Hitler took them seriously. That same day, despite orders to 
the contrary, Colonel Hossbach warned Fritsch what was afoot. 
Fritsch was furious. The next day, Hossbach ignored the damage 
it could do to his own career and informed Hitler of his insubor- 
dination. He urged the Fuehrer to give Fritsch a hearing so he 
could deny the charges. To his surprise, Hitler readily agreed. 

The fateful meeting took place in the library of the Chancellery 
that same evening. Fritsch gave his word of honor that the charges 
were completely false. To his horror, Himmler then produced 
Schmidt, who identified von Fritsch as the man he had caught 
in a homosexual act with an underworld character named 
"Bavarian Joe" in a dark alley near the Potsdam railroad station. 
The creature swore to Hitler that Fritsch had been paying him 
blackmail money for years. 

Fritsch was literally too outraged to speak. Nothing in his back- 
ground, after all, had prepared him for this! Hitler, however, took 
Fritsch's silence as an indication of guilt and asked for his resigna- 
tion. The baron refused, demanding a trial by a military Court of 
Honor instead. Unfortunately for Fritsch, Hitler saw his chance 
to rid himself of a troublesome obstacle and was not about to turn 
the case over to a more objective body. He sent Fritsch on indefi- 
nite leave, in effect relieving him of his command. The next day, 
Hitler was discussing possible successors to Fritsch, as well as von 
Blomberg.!? à 

By January 28, Hitler had decided to take over Blomberg's duties 
himself. General Wilhelm Keitel would be his principal military 
deputy as Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces High Com- 
mand (OKW), to which the High Command of the Army (OKH) 
would be subordinate under the new organizational structure. 
Reichenau, who had been recommended by Blomberg, was the 
leading candidate to succeed Fritsch. Keitel, however, opposed 
Reichenau because too many senior generals would refuse to serve 
under him. The Army could not stand another shock after the 
Fritsch and Blomberg scandals, he said. Other possible nominees 
were suggested. Rundstedt was turned down as too old, Joachim 
von Stuelpnagel was “disloyal” (i.e, anti-Nazi), and the deeply 
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religious Ritter Wilhelm von Leeb was rejected out of hand. 
Finally, Keitel mentioned Brauchitsch. The Chief of OKW praised 
him as a nonpolitical soldier, an authority on organizational and 
training matters, and a proven commander. Hitler remembered 
that Blomberg had recommended Brauchitsch after Reichenau, 
but was unenthusiastic, possibly recalling reports of Brauchitsch's 
anti-Nazi behavior in East Prussia. Finally he agreed to meet with 
the Army Group 4 commander to form his own opinion. Keitel 
quickly summoned Brauchitsch to Berlin.” 

General Brauchitsch met with Hitler the next day, January 29. 
He had found out from Keitel that there were strings attached to 
the new post, but he was prepared to compromise. He was "ready 
to agree to everything," Jodl recorded in his diary.!? 

Hitler, however, still preferred Reichenau, possibly because he 
knew of von Brauchitsch's domestic situation. One thing he did 
not need at this juncture was another scandal. Besides, Reichenau 
was genuinely pro-Nazi, whereas Brauchitsch was not. 

On January 31, Hitler met with Gerd von Rundstedt, now the 
senior general on active duty. Rundstedt, to Hitler's displeasure, 
warmly recommended General Ludwig Beck, the strongly anti- 
Nazi chief of the General Staff. When Hitler brought up Reich- 
enau's name, Rundstedt flatly rejected the idea. With the Fritsch 
matter still unresolved, Hitler was in no position to buck the senior 
and most influential Army general, so he brought up the possibil- 
ity of appointing von Brauchitsch. Rundstedt praised Brauchitsch 
warmly and said that he was entirely acceptable to the Army.? 

Reichenau was effectively eliminated as a candidate after this 
meeting, although Hitler continued to bring up his name, probably 
to squeeze more concessions out of General Brauchitsch. 

Meanwhile, Keitel summoned one of Brauchitsch's sons (proba- 
bly future Luftwaffe Colonel Bernd von Brauchitsch) and sent him 
to his mother, to appeal to her to grant Brauchitsch a divorce. She 
agreed to do so in writing, providing her financial demands were 
met. 

Goering, who opposed the hardheaded Reichenau, also got into 
the act. On February 1 he was examining Brauchitsch's appoint- 
ment. Goering no doubt discovered that Charlotte Reuffer, the 
object of Brauchitsch's affections, was a fanatical Nazi and obvi- 
ously had a great deal of influence over the general. He recom- 
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mended that Hitler pay off Frau von Brauchitsch and promulgate 
the appointment. 

From the moment he involved the Nazis in his private life, 
Brauchitsch ceased to be a free agent. His choices, however, were 
clear: come to an arrangement with Hitler, in which case all of his 
problems would be solved; he would be able to marry the beautiful 
woman he loved, and simultaneously he would reach the peak 
of his profession as well. The other option was to retire in semi- 
disgrace, with financial difficulties, married to a woman whom he 
did not love but would nevertheless have to support for the rest 
of his life. His choices remind one of a scene from The Devil and 
Daniel Webster, except in this case Lucifer wore a Charlie Chaplin 
mustache. 

Brauchitsch met with Hitler again on February 2 and agreed to 
almost all of his demands. Almost was not good enough for the 
Fuehrer, however. The next morning Jodl found Keitel very 
depressed. Hitler and Goering, he said, were now leaning toward 
Reichenau after all. Keitel was afraid that the Army would not 
stand for Reichenau's appointment. Beck would certainly not 
— serve under him; neither would Franz Halder, the deputy chief 
of the General Staff. He feared mass resignations. Near despair, 
Keitel asked for an appointment with Hitler.!4 

We do not know all of the details of the negotiations of January 
31-February 3, 1938, but their results are known all too well. Brau- 
chitsch was promoted to colonel general and appointed Com- 
mander-in-Chief of the Army on February 4. He accepted without 
protest the new command structure, with Keitel as Chief of the 
High Command of the Armed Forces. The Army thus lost its 
previously undisputed hegemony in German military affairs. He 
also accepted Hitler's assumption of the war minister's portfolio 
without demur and promised to bring the Army even closer to the 
National Socialist philosophy. Frau Brauchitsch received a cash 
payment, variously reported as between 80,000 and a quarter of 
a million Reichsmarks, from Nazi Party coffers. And heads rolled. 

Brauchitsch had agreed to numerous personnel changes in the 
highest levels of the Army. A great many careers were sacrificed 
as stepping stones for Brauchitsch's advancement. The first to go 
was Lieutenant General Viktor von Schwelder, the director of the 
Army Personnel Office, and his two principal deputies, Colonels 
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Adolf Kuntzen and Hans Behlendorff, who had constantly resisted 
Nazi attempts to obtain favorable appointments for their sympa- 
thizers within the Army.'5 Schwelder was succeeded by Colonel 
Bodewin Keitel, the brother of the new OKW chief, whom the 
Nazis considered reliable. 

The most important officer to depart was General Wilhelm von 
Leeb, the commander of Army Group 2, who was second only to 
Rundstedt in seniority. Too strong a Catholic for Hitler, he was 
retired with the honorary (“charakterisierte”) rank of colonel general. 
The pro-monarchist Ewald von Kleist and the Bavarian aristocrat 
Franz Kress von Kressenstein, the commanders of Wehrkreise VIII 
and XII, respectively, were also forced into retirement. Other re- 
tirees included Oswald Lutz, the first general of panzer troops; 
General Guenther von Pogrell, the inspector of cavalry; General 
Kurt Liese, the chief of ordnance; and Lieutenant General Guen- 
ther von Niebelschuetz, the inspector of Army schools. Franz 
Halder, deputy chief of the General Staff for training, was also on 
Hitler's list, but he was saved by the personal intervention of 
Keitel. Future Field Marshals Georg von Kuechler, Baron Maxi- 
milian von Weichs, Guenther von Kluge, and Erwin von Witzleben 
were also retired. Rundstedt escaped the initial purge, but was 
retired in November, along with Curt Liebmann and Wilhelm 
Adam. During the same period, Generals Hermann Geyer, Wil- 
helm Knochenhauer, and Wilhelm Ulex, commanders of Wehr- 
kreis V, X, and XI, respectively, were sacked. Colonel Friedrich 
Hossbach, Hitler's "disloyal" adjutant, also lost his job for inform- 
ing Fritsch of the conspiracy against him. In all, sixteen senior 
Army generals were retired and forty-four others were transferred 
to other duties.!6 They were replaced by men who were regarded 
as pro-Nazi at the time. 

Telford Taylor summarized the situation well when he wrote: 
"To achieve his new position, Brauchitsch stooped to the meanest 
concessions and put himself under permanent obligation to Goer- 
ing and Keitel as well as to Hitler. For this dismal surrender of 
principle for position, the officers’ corps paid soon and dear." He 
was right about that. 

A sequel to the events of February 1938 occurred a year later. 
It demonstrates the depths of Brauchitsch's hypocrisy and reflects 
rare credit on Hitler. A young lieutenant impregnated a girl from 
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a good family. He immediately offered to do the honorable thing 
and marry her, but this did not satisfy Brauchitsch, who petitioned 
to dismiss the young man from the service. When the case came 
before Hitler, he became very angry. This was typical of aristocrat- 
ic generals like Brauchitsch, he snapped: he carried on an adulter- 
ous affair with his second wife while still married to his first, and 
yet he wanted to ruin the career of a young man who was behaving 
more honorably than Brauchitsch himself had done. Hitler set the 
dismissal aside, instructing Brauchitsch to apply the same moral 
standards to his subordinates that he applied to himself.'8 


WITHIN FIVE WEEKS Of taking office, Brauchitsch tried to renege on 
his acceptance of the OKW-dominated command structure. He 
supported the efforts of Ludwig Beck who, along with Deputy 
Chief of the General Staff for Operations Erich von Manstein, sub- 
mitted a memorandum proposing that the Army have predomi- 
nance in any Wehrmacht command. Keitel, strongly supported by 
Goering, successfully resisted the proposal, and Walter von 
. Brauchitsch’s standing suffered its first decline in Adolf Hitler's 
eyes. Very soon thereafter, Manstein was transferred from the 
General Staff to command of the 18th Infantry Division. He was 
replaced by Halder.!? 

Within six weeks of Brauchitsch’s assumption of command, 
Hitler’s Blumenkriege—flower wars—began. This series of blood- 
less, diplomatic conquests began with a sudden diplomatic coup 
over Austria, which was incorporated into the Third Reich on 
March 12, 1938. “It came as a complete surprise to me!” Brauchitsch 
later testified at Nuremberg, and indeed he played no part in it. 
He does not even seem to have been in Berlin at the time? 

Hitler's next target was Czechoslovakia, where more than 3 
million Germans had been marooned on the wrong side of the 
border imposed on Germany by the Treaty of Versailles. The 
Prague government had discriminated against them for years, 
especially in the courts, where they were dealt with more harshly 
than Czechs and were much less likely to receive justice than 
others. Czechs also received preferential treatment in other areas, 
such as civil service employment and government appropriations. 
No effort was made to assimilate the Germans, and as a result they 
were a fertile breeding ground for Nazi agitation in 1938. 
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The Sudetenland crisis began on April 24 when Konrad Henlein, 
chief of the Nazi Party in Czechoslovakia, set forth a program 
calling for autonomy for the Sudetenland. It was worded to sound 
reasonable enough to the international community, but Henlein 
(and Hitler) knew Czech President Eduard Benes would reject it.” 

Brauchitsch was on the horns of a dilemma during the Sudeten 
crisis. He believed, as did the vast majority of the German people, 
that the lands in question should be returned to Germany, but 
he seriously doubted that they could be taken, because France and 
Great Britain were allied with Czechoslovakia. He was also caught 
between two influences: his Nazi wife, and Generals Beck and 
Halder, who condemned Hitler's plans because they would, the 
generals thought, make a general European war inevitable. The 
specter of a two-front war of the type that killed the Second Reich 
in 1918 began to haunt the weak-willed Commander-in-Chief of 
the Army. 

The crisis deepened on May 21 when Czech police shot and 
killed two Sudeten farmers and Prague mobilized some 200,000 
soldiers on the pretext that Germany had concentrated troops in 
Silesia and Saxony, on the Czechoslovakian border. Britain, 
France, and the Soviet Union all backed the Czech action. Hitler 
was outraged, for he had done nothing of the kind. He intended 
to, it is true, but the Allies did not know that, and he was furious 
at being accused of a crime he had not yet committed. He decided 
to resolve the Sudetenland question by the end of 1938, even if 
it meant a general European war.? On May 28 he called Goering, 
Brauchitsch, Keitel, Beck, Raeder, Ribbentrop, and Neurath to the 
Reichschancellery in Berlin, where he expressed his “unshakable 
will that Czechoslovakia shall be wiped off the map.'?? 

Apparently the real Czech motive behind their partial mobiliza- 
tion was to have troops on hand in the Sudetenland for the munici- 
pal elections, held the next day. Henlein's followers provoked 
general disorder. There were riots in the Sudetenland, reports of 
Czech outrages against people of German ancestry, and a general 
deepening of the crisis. Two days later, on May 30, Hitler signed 
the directive for Operation "Green," the military invasion of 
Czechoslovakia. It set the attack day for October 1 at the latest. 

Ludwig Beck also disliked Czechoslovakia and wanted the 
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Sudetenland returned to Germany, but not at the price of a general 
war, which he was convinced Germany could not win. He there- 
fore began to conspire against Hitler. Beck, however, was not a 
man of action; furthermore, the chief of the General Staff had no 
troops directly under his command. Any successful military coup 
d'etat against the Nazi regime would have to have the support of 
the.Commander-in-Chief of the Army. With this in mind, Beck 
asked for an appointment with Brauchitsch on May 30, just two 
days after Hitler had revealed his intentions toward Prague. Brau- 
chitsch, however, guessed the purpose of Beck's visit. He sent 
word back that he was going on a short but immediate leave and 
would see Beck when he returned." Actually, Brauchitsch was 
hedging. He did not want a war for which he knew Germany was 
not prepared, but he shrank from personally doing anything to 
prevent it. Later he said: "Why, in heaven's name, should I, of all 
men in the world, have taken action against Hitler? The German 
people had elected him, and the workers, like all other Germans, 
were perfectly satisfied with his successful policy.'?^ 

Beck continued his antiwar campaign via a series of memoranda 
. throughout June and July, in which he clearly pointed out the 
ultimate hopelessness of Germany's isolated military position. The 
memorandum of July 16 was perhaps the most important. It enu- 
merated the dangers of a two-front war, forcefully objected to 
Hitler's policy-by-intuition, and spelled out Germany's lack of 
readiness for a general conflict. One must keep in mind that the 
German rearmament program had only started in earnest less than 
four years before and armies can expand only so fast, especially 
since there were only 100,000 men in service in 1935 to begin the 
process. Despite its enthusiasm for Hitler's policies, Nazi Germany 
still had a serious shortage of trained soldiers in 193829 

Beck finally met with Brauchitsch on July 29. Backed by several 
important generals, including Wilhelm Adam, the Commander-in- 
Chief-designate of the Western Front, he finally pressured Brau- 
chitsch into calling a secret meeting of the top commanders to 
discuss the deteriorating international situation and the military 
threat it posed to Germany. 

The fateful meeting took place on August 4. Not trusting Brau- 
chitsch to show moral courage, Beck wrote a speech for him, in 
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which he described Germany's isolated position. It stated that 
Germany would not be ready for war before 1941 and that Hitler 
must act in accordance with these views. 

Brauchitsch did not read the speech Beck had prepared, but he 
did let the chief of the General Staff read his memo of July 16 to 
the generals, who were deeply impressed. General Adam then 
stood up and spoke in support of Beck. Directive "Green," he said, 
left him with only five active-duty divisions in the west, along with 
four reserve divisions and the overage troops of the Landwehr 
(thirty-five to forty-five years of age). He predicted that these 
would be quickly overrun by the French, who had about one 
hundred divisions. Thus encouraged, Brauchitsch admitted that 
he shared the concerns of Beck and Adam and even commented 
that a European war would mean the end of German culture. Beck 
asked if any of the generals disagreed that a war with Czechoslo- 
vakia and her allies would be militarily foolish. None did, but there 
the unanimity ended. 

Beck wanted the Commander-in-Chief to lead the generals en 
masse to Hitler and demand that he change his policy. General 
Kluge even called for mass resignations, which he felt would force 
Hitler to reconsider. Brauchitsch, however, did not want to lead 
such a military revolt—albeit peaceful—and von Rundstedt also 
advised him to tread carefully, perhaps fearing that he would be 
sacked and replaced by the hated Reichenau. Reichenau, although 
he opposed the war, said the decision was one for Hitler alone 
to make. General Ernst Busch echoed von Reichenau's sentiments 
and spoke of obedience and the oath of loyalty. Most of the com- 
manders said very little or nothing at all. The meeting ended 
without any overall agreement but with some results, even 
though they were indirect.?7 

Brauchitsch knew that Hitler would now hear of Beck's memo- 
randum of July 16, so he showed it to him. Hitler found his distrust 
of Beck confirmed. He encouraged Brauchitsch to avoid Beck and 
deal directly with General Halder, the deputy chief of the General 
Staff. Brauchitsch did as the Fuehrer suggested. He also halfheart- 
edly conveyed the generals' misgivings about Operation "Green," 
but when Hitler stood firmly for the plan, Brauchitsch quickly gave 
in. Hitler privately remarked that he would take Czechoslovakia 
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with one set of generals, and then would face France with a new 
set.?8 Perhaps with this idea in mind, he held a luncheon for junior 
officers at the Berghof on August 10. Present were all of the chiefs 
of staff-designees for the armies and Luftwaffe commands ear- 
marked for the campaign. Brauchitsch and Beck were excluded from 
the guest list. Fritsch would never have tolerated such a flagrant 
breach of protocol. Brauchitsch never uttered a word of protest.?? 

After lunch, Hitler made a three-hour speech to the officers. If 
Hitler's purpose was to convince the junior generals of the feasibil- 
ity of "Green," he failed miserably. When the Fuehrer told them 
that the French would not penetrate the western fortifications, 
General of Infantry Gustav von Wietersheim, the senior officer 
present, challenged him. He repeated Adam's assessment that the 
Western Front could not be held for three weeks. Upon hearing 
this, Hitler flew into a rage. He called the generals defeatists and 
scoundrels. Finally, he assured Wietersheim that the fortifications 
could be held for three years. The officers were overwhelmed by 
this display of temper by the Head of State. No one else dared 
protest against Hitler's invasion plans.*° 

If Hitler's purpose in holding the Berghof luncheon was to send 
a message to his senior generals that he would tolerate no opposi- 
tion to his plans and could do without them, he succeeded admir- 
ably. Five days later, on August 15, Hitler attended a field exercise 
at the Jueterbog Maneuver Area and again spoke to his senior 
generals of his unshakable determination to smash Czechoslova- 
kia. This time there were no protests. 

After the meeting, Beck asked to speak privately to von Brau- 
chitsch. The commander-in-chief, however, refused, stating that 
he was going on another leave! Beck was furious. When he finally 
did manage to secure an interview with Brauchitsch on August 
18, the C-in-C told Beck that Hitler had issued an order demanding 
unconditional obedience from all commanding generals and from 
the chief of the General Staff. Brauchitsch was now all too willing 
to comply, but Beck refused to. The two generals exchanged harsh 
words. Brauchitsch was obviously tired of the pressure the chief 
of staff was putting on him to act against Hitler. Finally Beck sub- 
mitted his resignation and called upon Brauchitsch to do the same. 
He refused, saying: "I am a soldier. It is my duty to obey." 
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With the departure of Beck, the weak-willed Brauchitsch lost a 
troublesome subordinate who tried to motivate him into doing what 
he knew was right, even if it meant opposing Hitler. Brauchitsch 
was glad to see Beck go. He was replaced by General Halder. 


WE WILL NOT go into the tactical details of the Czech campaign here, 
because it was never launched. One aspect of it, however, is signif- 
icant: Hitler interfered with it. 

Brauchitsch and Halder planned a giant pincer movement in 
Moravia to achieve a quick, decisive victory; however, Hitler 
objected. He wanted more emphasis placed on a frontal assault. 

The decisive conference took place at Nuremberg, beginning at 
10 pm. on the night of September 9, with Halder presenting a 
lengthy defense of the Army's plan. He echoed von Brauchitsch's 
sentiments and stated that Germany needed a speedy victory. 
Hitler's plan would allow the Czech Army to escape into Slovakia, 
giving the Allies time to intervene in the west, while the bulk of 
Germany's ground forces were tied up in the East. 

Hitler argued that too much depended on the success of the 
pincer movement in the Brauchitsch/Halder plan. He decided that 
it should be attempted but not relied upon. At last he suggested 
a compromise that, in effect, called for the adoption of both plans, 
because it divided the mobile forces between the armies of Rund- 
stedt, Reichenau, and List.?! 

The soldiers would not agree to the compromise because it was 
a division of forces and reduced the chances for a quick, decisive 
victory by weakening the pincers. Brauchitsch left most of the 
technical aspects of the discussion to Halder but once again urged 
Hitler to postpone the invasion until the danger of war on two 
fronts could be avoided. Hitler viciously accused him of lacking 
nerve. Keitel also turned on him, stating that he would not tolerate 
"criticism" and "defeatism" from OKH. He accused the Army 
generals of being jealous of the Fuehrer and of seeing him as a 
World War I corporal and not as the greatest statesman since 
Bismarck.? Halder, whose schoolmaster appearance belied his 
toughness, still would not give in. Finally, about 4 AM, Hitler grew 
tired, lost his patience, and gave up his attempts at persuasion. 
He ordered his compromise plan be adopted.? Brauchitsch then 
surprised everybody by declaring his unquestioning loyalty to the 
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Fuehrer. After the OKH generals had gone, Hitler turned to Keitel 
and bemoaned the fact that the Nazi Gauleiters could not com- 
mand his armies, because they had "guts" as well as faith in the 
Fuehrer?* 

Since the Czechoslovakian invasion was cancelled after the 
Munich accords, it is impossible to definitely state who was right 
or how well Hitler's plan would have worked. Its adoption, how- 
ever, amounted to a major defeat for the Army, for it represented 
Hitler's first intervention in detailed military planning. It also 
proves that Hitler was meddling in Army operational planning as 
early as 1938, not 1940—the year commonly cited by historians. 


MEANWHILE, GENERAL HALDER joined the anti-Hitler conspiracy, 
which was preparing to launch a revolt against the Nazis, arrest 
Hitler, and establish a military government (see chapter 18). On 
September 28 the crisis reached its peak. The Czechs had as- 
sembled an 800,000-man field army behind strong frontier forti- 
fications; the French had partially mobilized and could send 65 
divisions against Adam's weak armies; and the British fleet was 
ready to put to sea in support of the Czechs. Meanwhile, German 
armor rumbled down the Wilhelmstrasse in what was supposed 
to be a parade, but the few Berliners who watched it did so stone- 
faced. They did not want war. German citizens, fearing air raids, 
fled the cities in the western areas in droves. On September 28, 
Halder stood ready to issue the orders initiating the military revolt 
the next day, providing Brauchitsch would approve. Brauchitsch 
vacillated, however: he simply could not decide what to do. 

In the middle of all this, Brauchitsch's divorce became final on 
August 4. On September 23 he finally got his heart's desire and 
married Charlotte Rueffer. After that, anti-Hitler conspirator 
Ulrich von Hassell wrote in his diary, Brauchitsch "became heavily 
involved with the Nazis, largely through the influence of his 200 
percent rabid Nazi wife.”? The new Frau von Brauchitsch had 
been a devoted Nazi long before 1933. Her influence with the 
colonel general was obviously very strong, and she had the habit 
of reminding him "how much we owe the Fuehrer" every time 
Halder and the others had convinced him to stand up to Hitler. 
They attributed Brauchitsch's habit of changing his position over- 
night to her pro-Nazi influence.? 
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Brauchitsch could never bring himself to act against Hitler. Fate 
intervened in his behalf this time, however. In the early morning 
of September 30, France, Britain, Italy, and Germany signed the 
Munich Agreement, awarding the Sudetenland to Germany. The 
Prague government, which had not even been invited to the con- 
ference, was left without allies and had no choice but to yield. The 
occupation of the Sudetenland took place October 1-10, 1938. With 
the loss of these territories, Czechoslovakia also lost her strong 
frontier fortifications and, in effect, became a defenseless state. 

The Munich accords were supposed to protect the remainder 
of Czechoslovakia, but they did just the opposite. Poland now 
stepped forward and demanded and received the Teschen region. 
Hungary submitted its territorial claims to the "arbitration" of 
German Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop and Italian 
Foreign Minister Count Galeazzo Ciano, and was awarded a siz- 
able part of southern Slovakia. Encouraged by German Foreign 
Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop and his state secretary, Ernst 
Weizsaecker, the Slovakian Diet in Bratislava declared its inde- 
pendence on March 14, 1939, while Hungarian troops occupied 
Ruthenia, the eastern tip of Czechoslovakia. Finally, two days 
later, aging Czechoslovakian President Dr. Emil Hacha capitulated 
completely. He signed a document surrendering what was left of 
Bohemia and Moravia to the Third Reich as a "Protectorate." These 
areas were occupied by the Wehrmacht the same day. Czechoslo- 
vakia had ceased to exist. 


POLAND WAS WALTER von Brauchitsch's campaign. Like most Ger- 
mans at that time, he believed that the Polish Corridor and the 
Free City of Danzig, which had been awarded to Warsaw by the 
Treaty of Versailles, rightfully belonged to Germany and should 
be returned to her. As the date of the attack grew near, Dr. Hjalmar 
Schacht, the president of the Reichsbank and former minister of 
economics, said that he intended to go to Zossen (the new head- 
quarters of OKH) to remind Brauchitsch that his oath to the Con- 
stitution did not permit a declaration of war without the consent 
of the Reichstag. Brauchitsch sent word back that if Schacht set 
one foot in OKH without his permission, he would have him 
arrested. Beck also sent Brauchitsch a letter, appealing to him to 
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stop the invasion before it was too late. Brauchitsch did not even 
bother to reply.>® 

Although vastly overrated by both the foreign and domestic 
news media, the strength of the Wehrmacht was much greater in 
1939 than at the time of the Sudetenland crisis. The Army was 
training about 250,000 conscripts a year and trained reservists 
were now available. The old-model Mark I and Mark II panzers 
(PzKw l and PzKw II, respectively) were gradually being phased 
out for the vastly superior Mark III and Mark IV (PzKw III and IV) 
models.* The deficiencies in the mobilization plans had been made 
clear under actual conditions in September 1938, and Brauchitsch 
had corrected them. The West Wall, a poor joke in 1938, was much 
stronger in 1939, and more divisions were available in 1939 than 
atthe time ofthe Czech crisis. Finally, the strong and hostile Czech 
Army no longer existed. The twenty-five or so divisions required 
to guard this flank were now free for employment elsewhere. 

Unlike the year before, Hitler did not interfere in either the 
planning or execution of military operations against Poland. Brau- 
chitsch's scheme of maneuver was based on the assumption that 
` the Poles would defend western Poland, where the country's 
major industries were located. For the attack, the German forces 
in the East would be divided into two army groups. Army Group 
North (under General von Bock) would consist of 3rd Army in East 
Prussia and 4th Army in Pomerania. They were to cut off and 
destroy the Polish forces in the Corridor and establish contact 
between East Prussia and the rest of the Reich. Meanwhile, other 
elements of the 3rd Army were to advance on Warsaw from the 
north. 

Rundstedt's Army Group South consisted of the 8th, 10th, and 
14th Armies. The 10th Army (Reichenau) was by far the strongest. 
Its mission was to break through the southern Polish frontier and 
head directly for Warsaw, with the 8th and 14th Armies advancing 
on its left and right, respectively. Army Group C (under Ritter 
Wilhelm von Leeb) would guard the Western Front with the weak 
7th, 1st, and 5th Armies. Table 1 shows the strengths of the 
German armies in the East. 


*See Appendix III for German tank characteristics. 
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Table 1 


STRENGTHS OF THE GERMAN ARMIES vs. POLAND, 1939 


3rd Army (Kuechler) 320,000* 
4th Army (Kluge) 230,000 
Army Group North Reserves 80,000 
Total, Army Group North (Bock) 630,000 
8th Army (Blaskowitz) 180,000 
10th Army (Reichenau) 300,000 
14th Army (List) 210,000 
Army Group South Reserves 196,000 
Total, Army Group South (Rundstedt) 886,000 
Grand Total (Brauchitsch) 1,516,000 


*Includes S.A., frontier, and miscellaneous units. 


SOURCES: Taylor, p. 313; Kennedy, p. 77. 


The Polish Army in 1939 exceeded the strength of Brauchitsch's 
forces in raw numbers, but its equipment was hopelessly outdated 
and it had only a few obsolete tanks and a poor air force. Poland 
had only 280,000 men in the peacetime Army, but it depended on 
mobilizing 1,500,000 first-line reservists and 560,000 second-line 
reservists (ages forty-three to fifty-two). If they had been allowed 
to complete their mobilization, the Poles would have fielded 
twenty-eight regular infantry divisions, fifteen reserve divisions, 
two mountain divisions, eleven regular cavalry brigades, and a 
mechanized infantry brigade, as well as several antiaircraft regi- 
ments and tank battalions and three air divisions (Poland had no 
separate air force).? Map 4 shows the German dispositions on 
August 31 and the Polish campaign. 
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THE POLISH CAMPAIGN, 1939. Directed by Field Marshal Walter 
von Brauchitsch, the German Army conquered Poland in thirty- 
six days in the first blitzkrieg campaign, with no interference from 
Hitler. Both army group commanders and four of the five army 
commanders in this operation were eventually promoted to the 
rank of fieid marshal. 


62 Hitler's Field Marshals and Their Battles 


Brauchitsch did not give the Poles time to complete their mobili- 
zation. He had scheduled a number of maneuvers in East Prussia 
and eastern Germany in August 1939, so that the initial concentra- 
tion did not appear to be a hostile act. When Hitler gave the signal, 
units rapidly moved to their assembly areas, and the invasion 
began at 4:45 AM. on September 1. The Poles played right into 
Brauchitsch's hands by concentrating a third of their forces in or 
near the Corridor, and most of the rest on the frontier, just as he 
had hoped. As a result, as early as the morning of September 5, 
Brauchitsch and Bock had concluded that the Poles were "prac- 
tically beaten.” The Polish government fled Warsaw the next 
day, and by September 7 Halder was already engaged in working 
out schedules for the transfer of troops to the west. 

Brauchitsch wanted to avoid a battle for the center of Warsaw 
if he could, but the capital's garrison put up a spirited resistance 
despite its hopeless situation, so he ordered 3rd and 10th armies 
to begin a heavy and continuous artillery bombardment on Sep- 
tember 20. Six days later, 8th Army launched a major assault on 
the city, supported by 3rd Army. The Poles tried to obtain a truce 
that evening, but Brauchitsch refused to allow it. He instructed 
8th Army to agree to a truce only in case General Rommel, the 
Polish garrison commander, wanted to surrender. He did so at 2 
P.M. on September 27, and 140,000 Polish soldiers (more than 16,000 
of them wounded) capitulated.^ The last remnants of the Polish 
Army surrendered on October 6. The campaign had lasted thirty- 
six days. 

The Germans suffered a total of 8,082 killed, 27,278 wounded, 
and 5,029 missing. They had lost 217 tanks destroyed, including 
89 PzKw Is, 83 PzKw IIs, 26 PzKw IIIs, and 19 PzKw IVs. The Polish 
Army had been completely destroyed. Of the approximately 
800,000 men the government had managed to mobilize, 694,000 
were captured by the Germans. The rest were either killed, cap- 
tured by the Russians (who invaded eastern Poland on September 
17) managed to hide inside Poland, or fled to Rumania or 
Hungary.” 

Poland was the only operation Brauchitsch was allowed to 
direct without considerable interference from Hitler. He demon- 
strated solid generalship during this campaign, although he did 
use his panzer forces piecemeal and was subject to being overcau- 
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tious. These failures, however, must be regarded as minor. It is 
undeniable that the German Army under Brauchitsch won a major 
victory in the Polish campaign. 


DURING THE OCCUPATION, Brauchitsch was careful not to incur 
Hitler's displeasure over the question of the Polish Jews. At this 
time Hitler was speaking in terms of deportation, rather than 
extermination, although some murders were already taking place. 
Brauchitsch ordered the Army not to interfere with the SS opera- 
tions or "police" task forces. 


BRAUCHITSCH OPPOSED GOING to war against the Western Allies. He 
(and Halder) hoped that the Allies would come to terms with 
Germany or try to take the offensive themselves. When Hitler 
made a long speech to his commanders on September 17, he 
permitted no discussion but instead ordered Brauchitsch to con- 
centrate his forces in the west as soon as possible and to inform 
him of the earliest possible date at which the buildup could be 
completed.” 

The OKH commander presented his plan for the invasion of the 
west to Hitler on October 7. Plan “Yellow,” as it was called, was 
an unimaginative rehash of the Schlieffen Plan of the 1900s. It 
called for a massive attack by Bock’s Army Group B on Belgium 
and northern France with seventy-five divisions, with the main 
effort in the Liege-Namur sector. Rundstedt’s Army Group A 
would launch a secondary attack in the center, while Leeb’s Army 
Group C would remain on the defensive to the south. Under it, 
the panzer and motorized forces would advance through the 
marshy Low Countries, pivot southwest, and enter France from 
the north, thus outflanking the Maginot Line fortifications on the 
left. Brauchitsch said he opposed the immediate execution of the 
plan due to the need to stockpile ammunition, because of equip- 
ment and supply problems, and because the shorter days and 
foggy winter weather would minimize Luftwaffe support.“ 

Hitler did not like Brauchitsch's plan or comments at all. In mid- 
October he rejected Brauchitsch's objections and set the date for 
the execution of "Yellow" for the third week in November. 
Cancellation would depend on the weather, not the objections or 
difficulties of the Army. 
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The first detailed draft of Plan “Yellow” was issued on October 
19. It was presented to Hitler by Keitel. Six days later the Fuehrer 
called Brauchitsch and Halder to the Reichschancellery to discuss 
“Yellow.” Rather than use the modified Schlieffen Plan, which had 
been tried in World War I and failed then, Hitler brought up the 
possibility of a main attack south of the Meuse, coupled with a 
secondary offensive in the Low Countries, to draw the main British 
and French armies into Belgium, where they could be cut off and 
destroyed. This suggestion took Brauchitsch and Halder by sur- 
prise. Debate on the relative merits of the two plans raged for some 
time, but no decision was reached. 

Hitler set the date for the invasion of France as November 12, 
1939. At noon on November 5, Brauchitsch met with Hitler and 
fatally wounded his own military career. Besides advancing the 
very valid points that the Army was unready and that the wet 
winter weather would enhance the advantages of the defense by 
impeding the advance of the panzers and limiting the hours of 
daylight during which the Luftwaffe could operate, he made the 
rather stupid comment that the German infantry in Poland had 
shown little spirit in the attack. He even spoke of “mutinies” in 
some units, of indiscipline at the front, and even invited compari- 
sons of the state of the Army in 1939 to that of 1918, when the 
Second Reich collapsed. 

These last arguments were simply not true. Hitler, realizing that 
Brauchitsch was lying, lost his temper and was soon in a white 
rage. He demanded to know the identities of the units involved. 
He would fly to them that very day and investigate, he screamed. 
He seized the general’s notes and threw them into his safe. He 
yelled that it was incomprehensible to him how a commander- 
in-chief could blacken the reputation of the entire Army in this 
manner. "Not one frontline commander mentioned any lack of 
attacking spirit to me!" he roared.^ He demanded that Brauchitsch 
furnish him with the detailed reports of the incidents in question, 
along with copies of the death sentences handed down as a result 
ofthem. Finally, he stormed out of the door and slammed it behind 
him, leaving von Brauchitsch pale and trembling. Even after he 
got back to Zossen later that day, von Brauchitsch was unable to 
speak coherently for some time. Hitler later dismissed the entire 
report as a pack of lies. 

The conference of November 5 totally routed Brauchitsch. 
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Whereas before this date he vacillated on the subject of an anti- 
Hitler putsch, he never again showed the slightest indication of 
supporting a coup. 

Hitler would not speak to Brauchitsch for weeks after this con- 
ference. On January 18, 1940, for example, Colonel Adolf Heu- 
singer, the deputy chief of the operations branch at OKH, told 
General Manstein that Hitler had not seen Brauchitsch since 
November 5.46 On November 23, in fact, Hitler expressed strong 
disapproval of Brauchitsch and added that it was unfortunate that 
there was no suitable replacement for him. 

Brauchitsch's stock sank even lower with Hitler at the end of 
January 1940, when Hitler's chief military adjutant, Colonel Rudolf 
Schmundt, returned from a visit to the Western Front in a state 
of great excitement. With him he carried an alternate plan for the 
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THE MANSTEIN PLAN was the brainchild of Lieutenant General 
(later Field Marshal) Erich von Manstein, Chief of Staff of Army 
Group A. It consisted of three stages: Army Group B invades the 
Low Countries (1), inducing the Allies to commit their mobile 
reserves to that sector (2). Then the main German forces attack 
through the Ardennes and drive to the Channel (3), cutting off 
the main Allied forces. The plan worked exactly as Manstein envi- 
sioned it. 
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western campaign. It was the brainchild of Lieutenant General 
Erich von Manstein, Rundstedt’s brilliant chief of staff. The Man- 
stein Plan called for an attack in the Low Countries to draw the 
Allied reserves north. Then the main attack would be launched 
to the south, through the Ardennes to the English Channel, cut- 
ting off the main enemy armies in Belgium (Map 5). Hitler was 
very happy about the plan, for it was essentially the same one 
that he had suggested in October! That it was proposed by Man- 
stein, perhaps Germany's best young general, convinced Hitler 
both of his own genius and of the plan's feasibility. The fact that 
Brauchitsch had suppressed Manstein's ideas and refused to 
forward his memoranda to the Chancellery no doubt earned him 
more black marks in Hitler's book. The Fuehrer never seriously 
listened to Brauchitsch's advice again. 


THE MANSTEIN PLAN worked exactly as its creator said it would. The 
invasion began on May 10, 1940. Six weeks later, on June 21, France 
surrendered. Overjoyed in victory, Hitler decided to reward his 
top generals by promoting them to field marshal. Although he 
probably would have preferred to have replaced Brauchitsch, he 
could hardly promote the others without promoting the Com- 
mander-in-Chief of the Army. Besides, Hitler's attitude had mel- 
lowed; now he at least tolerated the weak-willed C-in-C. On July 
17 Brauchitsch was advanced to the rank of field marshal, along 
with eleven others. 

Brauchitsch had mixed feelings about the proposed invasion of 
Britain in 1940 but thought it was feasible given the right set of 
circumstances. One of these prerequisites, however, was air supe- 
riority, which the Luftwaffe never managed to obtain, so there was 
no invasion. Brauchitsch and the General Staff nevertheless went 
ahead with the planning for the military occupation of the British 
Isles. On September 9, 1940, he signed a directive that after the 
occupation all males from seventeen to forty-five years of age 
would be transported to the continent; in other words, most of 
the adult male population of the United Kingdom would become 
slave laborers in Nazi Europe.^? This order, perhaps more than any 
other, demonstrates how far Brauchitsch was willing to go to 
please his master and keep his job. 
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AS EARLY AS July 2, 1940, Brauchitsch had instructed Halder to exam- 
ine the possibility of invading Russia, so he was not surprised on 
July 21, when Hitler summoned him to Obersalzberg and an- 
nounced his intention of conquering the Soviet Union. The next 
day he told Halder to begin the detailed planning. Halder asked 
Colonel Hans von Greiffenberg, the chief of OKH's operations 
branch, to pick a special assistant to prepare a working plan. Two 
days later Major General Erich Marcks, chief of staff of the 18th 
Army, was given the task.“ 

The Marcks Plan was submitted to Hitler on August 5. The 
objective of the campaign was to defeat the Soviet Army so thor- 
oughly that Russia could never again threaten Germany. The 
Army was to seize all of the territory west of the Rostov-Gorki- 
Archangel line. The main objective of the campaign was Moscow. 

The plan called for the attack forces to be divided into Army 
Groups North and South. Army Group North was to have 68 of 
the 147 available divisions and was assigned the task of taking 
Moscow. Its secondary objective was Leningrad. Army Group 
. South (35 divisions) was to take Kiev and then Rostov. Forty-four 
divisions were to be initially held in OKH reserve. 

Surprise and speed were to be the keys to victory in Russia, 
according to General Marcks. Panzer and motorized forces, closely 
supported by the Luftwaffe, were to break through Soviet lines 
and push rapidly toward the objectives, while infantry divisions 
were to follow as quickly as they could, encircling and destroying 
bypassed Russian formations on the way. Marcks estimated that 
it would take nine to seventeen weeks to carry out the operation. 

Although the number of army groups used was later expanded 
to three, the Marcks Plan remained the basis of the German strat- 
egy until the invasion began. Hitler disagreed with only one part 
of it, but it was major: he did not consider the capture of Moscow 
particularly important and would therefore not commit himself 
on what was to be done after the main Soviet armies were de- 
stroyed in western Russia (formerly eastern Poland), Belorussia, 
the Baltic States, and in the Ukraine. 

Brauchitsch never once questioned Hitler or OKW about the 
necessity or advisability of invading the Soviet Union, despite the 
fact that it would result in the dreaded two-front war. When the 
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three army group commanders were informed of the planned 
invasion, all three protested to Brauchitsch, but the C-in-C replied 
only that he shared their fears but could do nothing. He did not 
say a word when Hitler commanded that the Army launch a "race 
war without pity." ^! He did not even oppose the Commissar Order 
of May 1941, in which Hitler decreed that the political officers at- 
tached to the Red Army were to be shot out of hand, even after 
they had surrendered. Several officers demanded that he protest 
against it, but Brauchitsch refused to risk the wrath of the Fuehrer. 
He had given up. Manstein wrote: "I am convinced that he wore 
himself out mentally in his struggle with a man of such ruthless 
will. ... Brauchitsch choked down his vexation and anger, particu- 
larly as he was no match for Hitler dialectically."?? 


Table 2 
GERMAN ORDER OF BATTLE, EASTERN FRONT, June 22, 1941 
High Command of the Army (OKH): Brauchitsch 


Army Group North (Leeb) 
18th Army (Kuechler) 
4th Panzer Group (Hoepner) 
6th Army (Busch) 
1st Air Fleet (Keller) 


Army Group Center (Bock) 
3rd Panzer Group (Hoth) 
9th Army (Strauss) 
4th Army (Kluge) 
2nd Panzer Group (Guderian) 
2nd Air Fleet (Kesselring) 


Army Group South (Rundstedt) 
1st Panzer Group (Kleist) 
6th Army (Reichenau) 
17th Army (Heinrich von Stuelpnagel) 
11th Army (Schobert) 
4th Air Fleet (Loehr) 
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The invasion of the Soviet Union began on June 22, 1941. Table 
2 shows the initial order of battle of the German Army on the East- 
ern Front, and Map 6 shows the first phase of the campaign. 


MAP 6 


Lake Ladoga 


LENINGRAD 


D Lake limen 


ex 
2 
Ga 


— - 
em mem 


MOSCOW 


GERMANY 


RUMANIA 


RUSSIA, 1941. Germany invaded Russia with three army groups 
on June 22, 1941. The operations were nominally directed by Field 
Marshal Walter von Brauchitsch, Commander-in-Chief of the 
Army, but he suffered from considerable interference from Hitler 
and was unable to take Moscow. During the subsequent Soviet 
counteroffensive, Brauchitsch was made a scapegoat for this fail- 
ure and was retired in disgrace on December 19, 1941. 
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The Wehrmacht quickly overcame the Soviet frontier defenses 
and achieved complete tactical surprise. Some units drove more 
than two hundred miles inside Russia within five days. On the 
other hand, Hitler was bypassing Brauchitsch and giving orders 
directly to the army group commanders by June 25. 

The great strategic debate over the future course of the cam- 
paign raged throughout July and August 1941, especially after the 
Battle of the Smolensk Pocket, where Bock's Army Group Center 
captured 300,000 Russians. Brauchitsch, Halder, Bock, Hoth, and 
Guderian all advocated continuing on to Moscow, and even Jodl 
was won over. Hitler was supported in his views only by Keitel 
and Schmundt, his OKW advisors—yes-men without any direct 
responsibility for the conduct of operations. 

During the arguments, Hitler severely castigated Brauchitsch 
for being too easily influenced by his army group commanders; 
meanwhile, Army Group Center remained idle for three weeks, 
as the good campaign weather of summer passed. In the end, 
Hitler could not be persuaded. On August 24 he detached Hoth's 
3rd Panzer Group from Army Group Center and sent it north to 
join in the attack on Leningrad, while Guderian's 2nd Panzer 
group was sent south against Kiev. Bock was thus stripped of four 
of his five panzer corps, while the Soviets desperately built up 
their central sector for the defense of Moscow. 

Kiev fell on September 16, and the subsequent liquidation of 
the Kiev Pocket yielded 667,000 prisoners. Hitler now seemed dis- 
posed to end the initial campaign and go into winter quarters. Both 
Leeb and Rundstedt favored this plan, but Brauchitsch, Halder, 
Bock, and Kesselring all felt an attempt to capture Moscow should 
be made. Hitler allowed himself to be convinced— probably not 
too much against his will? He then went even further and 
instructed Brauchitsch to advance to the Archangel-middle Volga- 
Astrakhan-Caucasus line before the onset of winter. These were 
incredibly unrealistic objectives. The German armies would have 
done well to capture Moscow, Leningrad, and Rostov. 

By sending them racing all over Russia, Hitler had contributed 
greatly to the wear on his panzers. Tank units had less than 50 
percent of their authorized strength when Operation Typhoon, 
the final drive on Moscow, began on September 26. Due to the 
already excessive wear on the tanks, it was not considered advisa- 
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ble to bring Guderian’s Second Panzer Group back to Smolensk. 
He was to attack from where he was toward Tula, south of the city. 
Hoth, strangely, was ordered to drive his 3rd Panzer Group toward 
the upper Volga, north of Stalin’s capital. Moscow was to be taken 
by Kluge's 4th Army and Hoepner's 4th Panzer Group, which had 
been transferred to Bock from Army Group North in mid- 
September (see chapter 5). The panzer groups were redesignated 
panzer armies on October 6, but received no additional units. 

Brauchitsch had now been contending with Hitler’s rudeness 
and ruthlessness for four years. He had lived on a steady diet of 
humiliation, anger, hatred, frustration, and fear, day-in and day- 
out. As early as July 28, 1941, Halder had noted in his diary that 
Brauchitsch was at the end of his tether, “and hides behind an 
iron mask of manliness so as not to betray his complete helpless- 
ness.”t On November 10 Brauchitsch had his first heart attack. 
In the hospital he was told that he had a malignant cardiac disease 
that was probably incurable. He nevertheless returned to duty 
in mid-November, more determined than ever to capture Moscow. 

It simply could not be done. The German Army had expected 
the Russian campaign to be another blitzkrieg victory and had not 
provided for either the equipment or clothing for a winter cam- 
paign. After a promising start, "Typhoon" bogged down in the 
Russian mud by mid-October. Army Group Center was at the end 
of a thousand mile supply line, and only 30 percent of the German 
transport vehicles were still operating. Infantry divisions were 
down to two to three thousand men and low on ammunition; still 
they pushed forward again on November 16, only to be hit by the 
full impact of the Russian winter. The German units lacked cold- 
weather lubricants and soon the moving parts of machine guns 
and artillery pieces were frozen. Wounded men often froze to 
death where they fell. Meanwhile, Walter von Brauchitsch had had 
enough. Sick in body and spirit, and probably realizing that he 
would be made the scapegoat for the Wehrmacht's first major 
defeat, he submitted his resignation on December 6. Hitler paced 
up and down the room for ten minutes before replying that he 
could not allow a change in command at that moment. Brauchitsch 
got up and left the room without saying a word.» 

Meanwhile, that same day, Stalin threw all his reserves into a 
massive winter offensive from the Baltic to the Black Sea, aimed 
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at nothing less than decisively defeating the Wehrmacht all along 
the Eastern Front, as well as totally destroying Army Group 
Center. Hitler responded by issuing his first hold-at-all-costs 
order. Every soldier was to stand and, if necessary, die where he 
stood. Flanks were to be ignored; not one step back was to be per- 
mitted, even if the units in question were encircled. 

On December 16, Colonel Schmundt informed Hitler that von 
Brauchitsch had secretly discussed limited withdrawals with von 
Bock, von Kluge, and Guderian. Arrangements for setting up a 
winter line had also been discussed. Hitler immediately cancelled 
these plans and demanded that the troops hold where they were, 
regardless of the situation on their flanks or in their rear. Three 
days later Hitler dismissed von Brauchitsch. Their final meeting, 
which lasted two hours, was acrimonious. In the end Hitler 
shouted that he was assuming command of the Army himself 
because he knew of no general who was capable of instilling the 
National Socialist spirit into the Army. But, he added in a soft 
voice, "We will remain friends.” 

News of Brauchitsch's retirement was announced without pref- 
ace to the entire world. Hitler named himself C-in-C of the Army. 
The next day the disgraced field marshal left Zossen for the last 
time. He never saw Hitler again.5 

Like Blomberg before him and many after, Brauchitsch retired 
into obscurity. He was kept under quiet surveillance by the Ges- 
tapo for a time as a possible dissident, but this watch was soon 
dropped. The former Commander-in-Chief of the Army was now 
just a tired, sick, and broken old man. 

Predictably, Hitler blamed Brauchitsch for the defeat in Russia 
in the winter of 1941/42. On March 15, 1942, Hitler described him 
to Goebbels as "a vain, cowardly wretch.'^? 

On August 3, 1944, two weeks after the nearly successful 
attempt on Hitler’s life, Brauchitsch wrote a letter to the Fuehrer, 
dissociating himself from the conspiracy of July 20 and offering 
his services once more. On August 19 he issued a public proclama- 
tion, condemning the conspirators in strong terms and welcoming 
Himmler's appointment as Commander-in-Chief of the Replace- 
ment Army. By now Hitler's opinion of Brauchitsch had improved 
considerably because of his previous support of the V-2 rocket 
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project. Brauchitsch's offer to return to active duty was not acted 
upon, however.‘ 

Walter von Brauchitsch was arrested at his estate in Schleswig- 
Holstein by the British in early May 1945. Subsequently taken to 
England, he was returned to Germany with Manstein and Rund- 
stedt and imprisoned in Muenster. By now he was practically 
blind. Despite his poor health, he was sent to "the bunker" at 
Nuremberg and forced to share a two-man cell with five other 
men. Later he was transferred to Hamburg. He was scheduled to 
go on trial before a British Military Court as a war criminal in 1949, 
but he died of heart failure in the British Military Hospital at 
Hamburg-Barmbeck on October 18, 1948. 
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EWALD VON KLEIST 


UNLIKE THE FIELD marshals described in the first two chapters, there 
. isno hint of scandal in the career of Paul Ludwig Ewald von Kleist. 
He never compromised with the Nazis or anyone else. He was not 
involved in sexual scandals like Blomberg and Brauchitsch, nor 
was he a pro-Nazi like Blomberg, nor weak-willed like Brauchitsch, 
nor blindly obedient, like many generals. He was the prototype 
Prussian officer of the old school who openly favored a restoration 
of the monarchy. And yet, he was not a conspirator. Hitler was the 
Head of State and Kleist accepted that fact. To the Prussian Officer 
Corps, an oath was a sacred, almost physical thing, and von Kleist 
swore an oath of allegiance to Hitler in 1934, along with the rest 
of the Army. He would never go back on it. In short, he was a Prus- 
sian soldier and nothing else. That is why Adolf Hitler detested him. 


HE WAS BORN on August 8, 1881, in Braunfels an der Lahn, in the 
province of Hessen, from a long line of Prussian generals and 
aristocrats. Three field marshals came from his family, and one of 
his kinsmen, Field Marshal Count Friedrich von Kleist, won the 
Battle of Laon in France in 1814, against the great Napoleon him- 
self.! Thirty-one members of his family held the Pour le Merite? 
Kleist's own father was Doctor of Philosophy Christop Albrecht 
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August Hugo von Kleist, a professor of mathematics at a private 
secondary school. 

Ewald von Kleist joined the 3rd Royal Field Artillery Regiment 
as a Fahnenjunker in March 1900. He was commissioned second 
lieutenant on August 18, 1901, and became regimental adjutant 
in 1907. After attending the cavalry school at Hanover (1908-09), 
he was promoted to first lieutenant in 1910 and posted to the War 
Academy in Berlin, where he underwent General Staff training. 
Later that year he married Gisela Wachtel at Hanover and 
remained devoted to her for the rest of his life.* 

Kleist graduated from the War Academy in 1912 and was 
assigned to the 14th Hussar Regiment at Kassel as a General Staff 
officer. Shortly before the outbreak of World War I, he was trans- 
ferred to the staff of the 1st Prince's Own Hussar Regiment and 
was promoted to captain of cavalry (Rittmeister). 

Captain von Kleist spent most of the next four years on the East- 
ern Front. In late 1914 he commanded a cavalry squadron in the 
Battle of Tannenberg,> where the Russian invasion of East Prussia 
was decisively defeated. He led his squadron for exactly one year, 
returning to General Staff duty on October 17, 1915, as a staff officer 
with the 85th Infantry Division, a Landwehr (reserve) division on 
the Eastern Front. On January 1, 1916, he was named adjutant of 
a brigade, and in June he became adjutant of the division. At the 
end of the year he was named Ordnance Officer of the XVII Corps. 
In 1917 he was named Chief of Staff of the Guards Cavalry Divi- 
sion. Following the Russian capitulation in early 1918, the Guards 
were transferred to the Western Front, and Kleist fought in the 
battles around Reims and in the Champagne and Maas River 
sectors. Toward the end of the war he was assigned to the staff 
of the 225th Infantry Division. After the armistice, Kleist report- 
edly served briefly with the Freikorps before joining the Reich- 
sheer as a divisional chief of staff. 

From 1919 to 1931, Ewald von Kleist held various staff and 
training appointments. He was with the 13th Cavalry Regiment 
(1920-23), Instructor of Tactics at the Cavalry School at Hanover 
(1923-26), Chief of Staff of the 2nd Cavalry Division at Breslau 
(1927-28), and Chief of Staff of the 3rd Infantry Division and later 
Chief of Staff of Wehrkreis III, both in Berlin (1928-31). In 1931 he 
was named commander of the elite 9th Infantry Regiment at Pots- 
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dam. He was promoted successively to major (1922), lieutenant 
colonel (1926), colonel (1929), and major general (1932).” On Febru- 
ary 1, 1932, he assumed command of the 2nd Cavalry Division at 
Breslau, replacing Gerd von Rundstedt, who moved up to the 
command of Wehrkreis III. Kleist was promoted to lieutenant 
general in 1935.8 

Meanwhile, Gisela von Kleist gave him two children, both boys. 
Johannes Juergen Christoph Ewald von Kleist (called Ewald) was 
born in 1917 and later followed his father into the Army. During 
World War II he served as a captain of cavalry on the Eastern Front. 
Von Kleist's other son, Hugo Edmund Christoph Heinrich, who 
was born in 1921, also served in Russia, but as an agricultural 
specialist. His severe asthmatic condition made him medically 
unfit for combat duty? 

The 2nd Cavalry Division was dissolved in the expansion of 
1936, but Kleist never moved. His HQ was converted into Head- 
quarters, Wehrkreis VII, and he was promoted to general of 
cavalry on August 1, 1936.! His new command included the 8th, 
18th, and 28th Infantry divisions, as well as the 3rd and 4th Fron- 
. tier Zone commands." He supervised Hitler's military expansion 
in Silesia until February 1938, when he was forced into retirement 
by von Brauchitsch because of his pro-Royalist political views. As 
a departing honor, Kleist was authorized to wear yellow cavalry 
shoulder boards with the number "8" on them (for 8th Cavalry 
Regiment). Kleist wore these shoulder boards throughout World 
War II, instead of the traditional red shoulder boards of a general 
officer.? x 

Ewald von Kleist lived in comfortable retirement on his beauti- 
ful country estate at Weidebrueck, near Breslau, for a year and a 
half.!3 Despite his anti-Nazi views, however, his ability was never 
questioned by Hitler and his paladins. He was recalled to active 
duty in August 1939, at age 58, for the invasion of Poland. He com- 
manded the XXII Corps of General Siegmund Wilhelm List’s 14th 
Army on the southern sector of the front. Initially in reserve, the 
XXII was committed to action on September 4 with a panzer, a 
light, and a mountain division. Kleist distinguished himself by 
capturing the oil fields below Lvov and linking up with Guderian 
near the Bug River on September 17, thus cutting Poland in two." 

Kleist was given an extremely important assignment for the 
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French campaign. On February 29, 1940, Hitler approved his 
appointment as commander of the main panzer forces in the west- 
ern campaign. These included General Georg-Hans Reinhardt's 
XLI Motorized Corps (6th and 8th Panzer divisions), Heinz Guder- 
ian's XIX Motorized Corps (1st, 2nd, and 10th Panzer divisions, 
plus the elite Grossdeutschland Motorized Infantry Regiment), 
and the three motorized infantry divisions of General Gustav von 
Wietersheim's XIV Motorized Corps. Five of the ten German 
panzer divisions were under Kleist's direct command, and two 
more were to support him to the north. Kleist was thus the first 
man to direct a panzer army, although the term would not be used 
officially for another year and a half. His XXII Corps Headquarters 
was temporarily renamed Panzer Group Kleist.'^ 

Why was a cavalryman like Ewald von Kleist named to such 
an important command? He was a conservative traditionalist who 
had not led tank forces until 1939 and, if he had performed well 
in Poland, his accomplishments were certainly not to be compared 
to Guderian's. In fact, Kleist had never been particularly well dis- 
posed toward the panzer arm, and always preferred the horse to 
the tank. The answer to the question was fundamental: the High 
Command of the German Army had not yet fully accepted the 
panzer branch or the concept of the blitzkrieg. They felt Kleist 
could keep a tight rein on the impetuous Guderian and prevent 
the tank advocates from endangering the success of the operation 
by their precipitate actions; in other words, Kleist's cautiousness 
was seen as a necessary counterbalance to Guderian's rashness. 


PANZER GROUP KLEIST had the most critical mission of the entire 
French campaign: penetrate the Meuse River line and sweep to 
the English Channel as the all-important southern thrust of the 
Manstein Plan. If successful, he would cut off the main French and 
British armies north of Paris, which could easily win the entire war 
for Germany. Map 5 shows this offensive. 

The Manstein Plan called for a quick advance through the diffi- 
cult Belgian Ardennes and a rapid crossing of the Meuse, which 
was weakly defended, because the Allies considered a major 
armored advance by this route impossible. Kleist placed Rein- 
hardt's corps on the northern flank of the group and Guderian 
on the south. Wietersheim, in group reserve, would follow behind 
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Guderian with his motorized infantry, and the foot soldiers of 
List's 12th Army marched behind him. The 5th and 7th Panzer 
divisions of General Hermann Hoth's XV Panzer Corps, while not 
under Kleist's direct command, were assigned the task of crossing 
the Meuse and covering his northern flank. 

Panzer Group Kleist moved out at 6 P.M. on May 9, 1940. It was 
a moonless night and progress was slow and difficult through the 
Eifel region, as the German Ardennes is called.! The storm broke 
across the Dutch, Belgian, Luxembourgian, and French borders at 
4 A.M. on May 10. The Luftwaffe attacked Allied air bases and 
ground installations up to two hundred and fifty miles behind the 
front, while panzer grenadiers quickly overcame the Belgian fron- 
tier outposts. The French Cavalry Corps, which was supposed to 
cross into Belgium as soon as the Germans violated Belgian neu- 
trality, did not move out until 10:30 A.M.: a slow start for the French. 
By the evening of the first day of the offensive, the spearheads 
of the 10th Panzer Division had made contact with the French 2nd 
Cavalry and 3rd Colonial Infantry divisions and was pushing them 
back toward the Meuse. 

Meanwhile, Hitler was overjoyed to learn that the British Expe- 
ditionary Force and the French 7th and 1st armies, which included 
France's best units, were pouring into Belgium and Holland, 
believing the main German attack was coming through the Low 
Countries. "] could have wept for joy!" he exclaimed later. "They 
had fallen into the trap!"!? Now, if the panzers could score their 
breakthrough and reach the English Channel, a decisive German 
victory was in sight. 

The following day Kleist almost made a serious blunder. French 
cavalry forces tried to advance from Montmedy against his left 
flank. He ordered Guderian to halt his left flank division, the 10th 
Panzer, and turn it south to meet the threat. Such a move would 
have diverted a third of the XIX Motorized Corps from its objective 
and made the success of an attack across the Meuse at Sedan 
doubtful. Guderian emphatically objected to this move, and von 
Kleist yielded to his arguments. He ordered Wietersheim to safe- 
guard the left flank against the French cavalry threat with ele- 
ments of his XIV Motorized Corps. The advance continued. 

That day the German panzers defeated the French cavalry. The 
French 2nd and 5th Light Cavalry divisions of the French 2nd 
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Army fell back toward the main line of resistance behind the 
Meuse, or were forced to "take to the hills." This exposed the right 
flank of the French 9th Army's cavalry, which also began an imme- 
diate withdrawal?? By now General Gamelin, the French Com- 
mander-in-Chief, began to suspect that the Ardennes thrust might 
be the true focus of the German attack. His intelligence service 
had already identified four of Kleist's five panzer divisions, as well 
as Hoth's 5th and 7th Panzer divisions to the north. Gamelin 
ordered eleven French divisions to converge on the threatened 
sector with the highest railroad priority. The problem was that 
these divisions would arrive on the Meuse between May 14 and 
21. This fact did not excessively worry Gamelin, however, because 
he did not expect Kleist to try to cross the Meuse until the infantry 
of List's 12th Army arrived, about May 19?! 

On May 12 the last of the French cavalry fell back behind the 
Meuse, and all of the bridges in Kleist's sector were blown. The 
French cavalry, which was supposed to delay the Germans five 
to six days, had delayed them only three. General Huntziger, the 
Commander of the French 2nd Army, was alarmed, for it was his 
army that Guderian was barreling down upon. He demanded 
reinforcements, so the High Command assigned the French 3rd 
Armored and 3rd Motorized divisions to him, along with the 14th 
Infantry Division of the 9th Army, whose right wing faced Kleist's 
northern thrust (Reinhardt's XLI Motorized Corps). It would, 
however, take these units some time to reach their destinations.22 

That day, May 12, Hitler sent Colonel Schmundt, his chief adju- 
tant, to von Kleist's command post. The Fuehrer wanted to know 
if von Kleist planned to attempt a crossing of the Meuse the next 
day, or if he wanted to wait for List's infantry to arrive. Kleist 
replied that he intended to attack "at once, without wasting time." 
Hitler approved this decision and ordered the attacks be sup- 
ported by the dive bombers of General Baron Wolfram von Rich- 
thofen's VIII Air Corps.” 

Kleist summoned General Guderian to his CP that evening and 
ordered him to attack across the Meuse in the vicinity of Sedan 
by 4 P.M. the next day, May 13. Guderian pointed out that he would 
only have two divisions for the assault, as the 2nd Panzer on his 
northern flank was still being held up by die-hard French resis- 
tance in the Semoy sector. He wanted to delay the crossing until 
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his entire corps was up. Guderian's uncharacteristic cautiousness 
is no doubt attributable to a brush with death he had earlier that 
day during a rare French air attack. A French bomb had struck 
his headquarters at the Hotel Panorama in Bouillon and he had 
narrowly escaped. The window through which Guderian was 
watching had been shattered by a bomb fragment, and the general 
had been covered with glass splinters. Guderian was still shaken 
by the incident. Kleist overruled the panzer leader's objections 
and ordered him to attack with whatever forces were available. 
He issued similar orders to Reinhardt.^ 

Guderian's plan of attack was a concentrated thrust by his 
center division, the 1st Panzer, just west of Sedan. The division was 
reinforced with the Grossdeutschland Regiment. The corps ar- 
tillery units were assigned to support the 1st Panzer, as were the 
bulk of the panzer artillery regiments of the neighboring divisions. 

Sedan was defended by the French 55th and 71st Infantry divi- 
sions. Neither was of high quality. French General Grandsard, 
whose X Corps was responsible for the sector, described the sol- 
diers of these divisions as "fat and flabby men in their thirties who 
-~ had to be retrained.'?5 Only 20 of the 450 officers of the 55th were 
regulars and the division had only about 25 percent of its author- 
ized complement of 25mm antitank guns, even though the French 
had 520 such guns in storage—enough to equip ten divisions. The 
71st Infantry was in even worse shape. It had less than half of its 
antitank and antiaircraft guns, and 7,000 of its 17,000 men were 
either on leave or had reported sick. Morale was not high in either 
ums ` 

The Grossdeutschland Regiment crossed the river in pneumatic 
and engineer boats. They landed at the western edge of Sedan and 
swung behind the city, taking the critical Marfee Heights about 
7 PM. They were followed across the river by the infantry of the 
1st Motorized Brigade, 1st Panzer Division, which joined the 
others at the heights about 7:30 p.m. Two infantry battalions of the 
10th Panzer Division crossed the Meuse southeast of the city at 
nightfall and joined the others on the heights after dark. Mean- 
while, German combat engineers assembled the first ferry in 
thirty-eight minutes and began transporting men and antitank 
guns across the Meuse. By midnight a sixteen-ton pontoon bridge 
had been built across the river at Glaire.? 
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The forward elements of Lieutenant General Rudolf Veiel's 2nd 
Panzer Division—the 5th Panzer Reconnaissance and 2nd Motor- 
cycle battalions—finally came up on the right flank at 5 P.M. Guder- 
ian immediately ordered them across the river. They landed 
almost exactly at the junction of the French 55th Infantry and 
102nd Fortress divisions, which was also the boundary between 
Huntziger's 2nd and Corap's 9th armies. At 5:10 PM. the 55th 
Infantry Division reported that it had lost contact with the infantry 
on its left. A gap had been opened between the French 2nd and 
9th armies—a gap that was never to be closed? 

Meanwhile, reports circulated through French artillery channels 
that German tanks were on Marfee Heights and had reached 
Bulson, a village about five miles south of Sedan. These reports 
were completely false, for not a single panzer had yet crossed the 
river, but the rumors soon reached the infantry as well. The col- 
onels commanding the X Corps heavy artillery regiment and the 
artillery group supporting the 55th Infantry Division ordered their 
men to retreat, and then they disappeared. Most of the guns were 
abandoned as the 55th panicked. The roads were soon clogged 
with men who, in the words of General Goulard, were “terror- 
stricken and in the grip of mass hysteria.'?? The division disinte- 
grated; some of the troops did not stop until they reached Rheims, 
sixty miles away.? Soon Guderian held a bridgehead five miles 
wide and five miles deep. By dawn, he had an entire panzer 
brigade across the river.?! 

On the French side, everything was in confusion. Corap had 
ordered the 3rd Spahis Brigade and the 53rd Infantry Division to 
the Bar River (just west of Guderian's bridgehead), but only the 
3rd arrived. Due to confused orders, the 53rd Infantry spent the 
night marching in circles and was not in position on May 14. It 
was a poorly trained unit in any event, as it had spent the winter 
constructing fortifications and then had been used in farming in 
the Seine-et-Oise.?? 

The French did launch a counterattack at 7 AM, three hours later 
than planned, with the 213th Infantry Regiment and two battal- 
ions of infantry support tanks from X Corps reserve. Two panzers 
and two 88mm guns were knocked out, and the commander of the 
1st Panzer Regiment was seriously wounded, but by 8:30 A.M. more 
than half of the French tanks were burning and the commander 
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of the infantry regiment was dead. The left flank of the 71st Infan- 
try Division was in full retreat (even though it had not yet engaged 
German ground forces) and under attack by Stuka dive-bombers. 
By nightfall the 71st had also ceased to exist. Huntziger neverthe- 
less signaled Gamelin that the bridgehead was sealed off and that 
French units were still in possession of Marfee Heights.? 

The French 3rd Armored Division, which had only been formed 
six weeks before, arrived in the area that morning but was immo- 
bilized until noon due to a lack of fuel. (French tanks were 
designed as infantry support vehicles and had only about one- 
third of the range of the German tanks.) It was preparing to coun- 
terattack south of Sedan at 3:30 P. M, along with the French 3rd 
Mechanized Division, but General Flavigny, the French XXI Corps 
commander, intervened. In accordance with French tactical doc- 
trine of 1940 (which dated back to World War I), Flavigny viewed 
tanks and armored vehicles as infantry support weapons only. 
Accordingly, he cancelled the counterattack and dispersed the 
two divisions over a twelve-mile front. General Huntziger was in 
the process of moving his headquarters back to Verdun (!), so he 
- was in no position to reverse Flavigny's decision.*4 

Kleist's decision to attack across the Meuse at once had been 
the correct one. On the afternoon of May 14, Guderian burst across 
the Bar River. The Chanoine Group (the 5th Light Cavalry and 
1st Cavalry brigades) of the French 2nd Army put up stiff resis- 
tance but was unable to stop the panzer units. By nightfall the 
French cavalry was retreating to the south, while the remnants 
ofthe 53rd Infantry Division, which had been swamped piecemeal, 
were retreating in several directions. Guderian had captured more 
than forty guns and "thousands" of prisoners by nightfall.’5 

The French 9th Army began to disintegrate. "On the ground,” 
Jacques Benoist-Mechin wrote later, "Corap's ravished army 
scarcely even looked like a disciplined force.” The next day, May 
15, French resistance in front of Guderian collapsed completely 
and the "dash to the Channel" began. Meanwhile, Gamelin called 
Huntziger and emphatically reminded him that he had been given 
the 3rd Armored Division to launch a counterattack. Huntziger 
delayed several hours before relaying the message to Flavigny, 
who also delayed several hours before passing it on to General 
Antoine Brocard, the divisional commander. Flavigny calculated 
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that it would take twenty-four hours to reassemble the scattered 
division. Later that day, Huntziger relieved Brocard of his com- 
mand for not assembling it quickly enough! Since a scapegoat had 
been found, all thought of a counterattack was forgotten.” 

Meanwhile, to the north, Corap ordered the French 102nd Garri- 
son Division to retreat. Up until now, this overaged, under- 
equipped static division had checked the entire XLI Motorized 
Corps—a magnificent feat of arms! As soon as it began to with- 
draw, however, Lieutenant General Franz Kempf's 6th Panzer 
Division threw an improvised bridge over the Meuse and roared 
across. Kempf fell upon the rear of the 102nd Garrison, which had 
had to abandon most of its heavy equipment and artillery on the 
Meuse due to a lack of transport. Soon the 102nd had also been 
overwhelmed and ceased to exist. The 8th Panzer Division fol- 
lowed Kempf across and by evening Reinhardt's spearheads had 
advanced forty miles.?® Map 7 shows the advance of Panzer Group 
Kleist from May 15 to 20. 

That night von Kleist ordered Guderian to halt until the bridge- 
head was consolidated. Guderian rushed back to see Colonel Kurt 
Zeitzler, the panzer group chief of staff, and then von Kleist him- 
self. After a heated argument, Kleist agreed to allow another 
twenty-four-hours' advance, so sufficient space could be gained 
for an infantry corps to enter the bridgehead.? 

On May 16, Guderian's advanced units moved ahead forty miles 
and were more than fifty-five miles west of Sedan. Reinhardt got 
the rest of his corps across the river and advanced several miles, 
destroying the entire French XLI Corps in the process. He was 
only eleven miles from 9th Army Headquarters, where General 
Giraud had relieved Corap as commander. There was little Giraud 
could do, however. The gap in 9th Army's sector was now sixty- 
two-miles wide. To make matters worse, XLI Motorized Corps 
mauled the French 2nd Armored Division that evening. The divi- 
sion's tanks were being shipped by rail to Signy-l'Abbaye, while 
its wheeled vehicles came up separately. The 6th Panzer just 
happened to drive right through the middle of this maneuver, 
separating the short-ranged tanks from the motorized column, 
which included their fuel trucks. The divisional artillery was 
caught on the road and destroyed before it could deploy, while 
most of the tanks were smashed at or near the railroad station at 
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MAP 7 


THE DRIVE TO THE CHANNEL 
(Situation as of May 22, 1940) 
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THE DRIVE TO THE CHANNEL, MAY 1940. Panzer Group Kleist 
broke through to the English Channel and isolated the British 
Expeditionary Force, the Belgian Army, and the Ist French Army in 
the Dunkirk Pocket in the Western Campaign of 1940. This victory 
doomed France, which surrendered to Hitler the following month. 
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Signy. Some of them had not even been taken off the flatcars. The 
2nd Armored's signal units were also overrun, and the division 
was scattered and thoroughly disorganized.*! 

France only had four armored divisions when the campaign 
began. Hoth had already destroyed the first to the north, and the 
second was now in remnants. The third was with Huntziger, who 
was retreating to the southwest. The fourth, under Colonel Charles 
de Gaulle, was not yet completely organized. There was panic in 
Paris when the government learned that not a single division 
stood between them and the panzers, as Gamelin had committed 
the entire strategic reserve to Belgium and Holland on the first 
day of the campaign. The French officials decided to evacuate the 
seat of the government to Tours that very afternoon, never sus- 
pecting that Kleist's objective was the Channel coast and not Paris. 

There was fear on the German side, also, but with less cause. 
As early as May 15, Colonel General Gerd von Rundstedt, the com- 
mander of Army Group A, was considering halting Kleist on the 
Oise, some seventy miles from Sedan. On May 16 he did order 
atwenty-four-hour halt, so the infantry could come up and protect 
Kleist's flanks, and Brauchitsch endorsed the decision. Kleist was 
not upset by these orders, for they corresponded with his own 
instructions of the previous day. Then came a dispatch from Gud- 
erian reporting on the day's progress and informing Kleist that 
he planned to continue the advance on the morrow. Guderian 
commented later that he never dreamed, after the successes of 
May 16, that the orders to halt were still in effect. Kleist never 
thought otherwise; in fact, he considered Guderian's dispatch a 
piece of rank insubordination. He immediately sent further orders 
demanding that the XIX Motorized Corps halt at once. He com- 
manded Guderian to meet him at the XIX Corps forward airstrip 
at 7 AM. the next day.? 

Ewald von Kleist had had about enough of Heinz Guderian. The 
panzer leader was undoubtedly brilliant, but he was not an easy 
man to work with. He was considered a maverick and had had 
difficulties with Kluge and Bock in Poland. It was also generally 
known that he was less than thrilled about Kleist's appointment 
to panzer group command, and the two had already clashed, as 
we have seen. As soon as he landed at the airstrip, Kleist began 
to violently upbraid Guderian for disobeying orders. Guderian 
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was not the type of man to take a reprimand quietly, and a vehe- 
ment argument began. It ended with Guderian demanding to be 
relieved of his command. Kleist was “momentarily taken aback,"4? 
but backing down was not his nature, either. He sacked Guderian 
on the spot. 

Historians have looked down on Kleist for relieving Guderian, 
but this author does not. I consider it highly unlikely that Kleist 
would have relieved Guderian had he not literally asked for it. 
Guderian did have a fractious nature, but he was a tank genius; 
Kleist, who respected his talent if not his nature, would not have 
sacked him out of hand. Later, in Russia, Kleist showed a reluc- 
tance to relieve senior commanders. He just wanted to have his 
orders obeyed— insisted upon it, in fact, as any officer must. If 
Guderian did not want to be relieved, he should not have 
demanded it. 

Later that day, May 16, Colonel General List, the commander 
of the 12th Army, straightened out the matter. He told Guderian 
that the order to halt had come from Hitler, not Kleist, and that 
Guderian would not be allowed to resign his command. Army 
: Group A expected the halt order to be obeyed, he said, although 
a "reconnaissance in force" would be permitted. Corps Head- 
quarters was to stay where it was. Then he went to panzer group 
headquarters to smooth Kleist's ruffled feathers. 

Guderian interpreted List's order as a green light to continue 
his advance. He went forward with his panzers as part of an 
"advanced" corps headquarters. He was more careful this time, 
however, and set up his communications in such a manner that 
higher headquarters could not intercept his messages.*4 

May 17 saw the counterattack of Charles de Gaulle's French 4th 
Armored Division. Much was made of it later for political reasons, 
but it did not jeopardize the advance at all and was, in fact, easily 
beaten off. The 4th Armored was not in particularly good condition 
from the beginning. It was still in the organizational phase when 
the invasion began and had never been on a tactical maneuver 
as a unit, and it had little or no infantry support. Many of its tank 
crews were trained to fight in light tanks, but then had been given 
heavy "B" tanks. Due to a shortage of ammunition, they had been 
allowed to fire only one practice round from their 75mm main 
battle guns before being sent into battle against Germany's elite 
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panzer corps. Soon the 4th Armored was under Stuka attack and 
in retreat.^ Unlike the other French divisions Panzer Group Kleist 
had faced, however, it did not fall apart completely, which says 
something for de Gaulle's leadership. 

The German High Command regained its nerve, and the halt 
order was revoked on May 18. Guderian and Reinhardt were 
directed to break the Canal du Nord line, behind which the Allies 
were desperately trying to establish a solid front forward of the 
English Channel. The infantrymen of the British 23rd and 12th 
Infantry divisions occupied their sectors as ordered, but the 
French units assigned to defend the fourteen miles south of the 
canal failed to arrive. Also, two British territorial divisions had no 
artillery in support when they were attacked by the 1st, 2nd, 6th, 
7th, and 8th Panzer divisions, with the 5th and 10th Panzers close 
at hand. The line did not hold for long.‘ 

General Giraud tried to organize a counterattack with the 
French 1st Mechanized Division but got nowhere. The division 
had been so thoroughly dispersed over the 1st North African 
Infantry Division's front that it was not reassembled by 10:30 P.M, 
when Reinhardt's tanks slashed through to Le Catelet, where 
Giraud was setting up a new command post. The headquarters 
to the French 9th Army was quickly overrun. Giraud escaped 
alone across the open countryside.7 He was picked up the next 
day. French sources say he was captured by a panzer detachment; 
German sources say it was a field kitchen unit. The reader may take 
his pick. In any event, the French 9th Army had ceased to exist. 

Meanwhile, there was near hysteria in the high commands on 
both sides of the line. Hitler loudly accused Brauchitsch and 
Halder of advancing too rapidly and jeopardizing the entire cam- 
paign. French Prime Minister Paul Reynaud, who had more cause 
to worry, sacked sixty-eight-year-old Marshal Gamelin and re- 
placed him with seventy-three-year-old Marshal Maxime Wey- 
gand. He also brought eighty-four-year-old Marshal Henri Petain 
into the government as vice premier. So much for new blood. Both 
were poor choices. Petain was a defeatist, and Weygand hated the 
British in particular and all politicians in general. His first act as 
Commander-in-Chief was to go to bed. He did not issue a single 
order until May 21.48 

The panzer advance continued on May 19, despite the Fuehrer's 
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nervousness. Lord Gort, Commander of the British Expeditionary 
Force (BEF), was already suggesting to the War Office that an 
evacuation might be necessary. He ordered the air component of 
the BEF to return to the United Kingdom. Meanwhile, the 8th 
Panzer Division overtook and smashed the 70th Infantry Brigade 
(of the British 23rd Infantry Division). By nightfall the 70th had 
fewer than two hundred fifty men left. Further west, the 1st Panzer 
Division established a bridgehead across the Somme near Peronne 
and captured several French staff officers.*? 

The next day, May 20, elements of the 2nd Panzer Division took 
Abbeville against weak resistance. About 7 PM. that night, a panzer 
battalion reached the English Channel at Noyelles. More than 
400,000 French and British troops now were isolated in what 
became known as the Dunkirk Pocket.50 

The Allies threw a scare into the entire German High Command 
on May 21 when they launched an armored counterattack at Arras. 
Although it was repulsed by Major General Erwin Rommel's 7th 
Panzer Division and SS General Theodor Eicke’s 3rd SS Motorized 
Division of Hoth's XV Motorized Corps, it reminded Hitler, 

. Rundstedt, and Kleist that the "Panzer Corridor" was still 156 
miles long and only 25 miles wide at the narrowest point. Rund- 
stedt held back XV Motorized Corps as an army group reserve, 
while Reinhardt felt compelled to keep the 8th Panzer Division 
to the east, to guard against another Allied counterattack. Kleist 
also made a serious mistake: he took the 10th Panzer Division 
away from XIX Corps and placed it in panzer group reserve on 
May 22. Gudarian had planned to use it to take Dunkirk.” 

Guderian pushed on toward the Channel ports of Calais and 
Boulogne on May 22 with his two remaining divisions, but now 
Rundstedt intervened and ordered Kleist not to attack these ports 
until the situation at Arras had been settled. As a result, five more 
hours were lost. Finally, early in the afternoon, Guderian was 
allowed to advance again, and Kleist decided to return the 10th 
Panzer Division to him. Guderian quickly rushed it to Calais, to 
relieve the better-equipped 1st Panzer for an attack on Dunkirk. 
With Calais and Boulogne sealed off, this was the only port left 
through which the Allies in the northern pocket could escape. 

So far the nervousness, hesitation, and delays by the headquar- 
ters above the corps level had not really caused serious conse- 
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quences. On May 23, however, Adolf Hitler issued his famous "halt 
order," which allowed 224,585 British and 112,546 French troops 
to escape from Dunkirk via naval evacuation to England.’ With- 
out these 337,000 men, London might well have accepted Hitler's 
offer for an armistice. Rundstedt favored a halt, but Guderian, 
Halder, and Brauchitsch did not (although Brauchitsch's objec- 
tions to Hitler's interference in tactical operations were half- 
hearted, as usual). 

Kleist's attitude appears to have been mixed. He did report that 
his tank losses exceeded 50 percent (in casualties and break- 
downs)—a figure that was probably inflated by about 20 percent;? 
however, when the initial order to halt came from Army Group 
A Headquarters on May 22, Kleist kept right on advancing. "I 
decided to ignore it," he said after the war. He pushed on with 
the XLI Motorized Corps across the Aire-St. Omer Canal to Haze- 
brouck, cut the British main line of retreat, and narrowly missed 
capturing Lord Gort.*4 Upon receipt of the second order (on May 
23, and from Fuehrer headquarters), which repeated the instruc- 
tions more strongly, he withdrew to the Aire-St. Omer Canal as 
ordered and remained there for three days. The real culprits at 
Dunkirk were Hitler and Goering. Goering assured the Fuehrer 
that the Luftwaffe alone could destroy the enemy— which it could 
not do. Hitler, of course, bears the final responsibility, since he 
accepted Goering's word and, incredibly enough, seemed to think 
his purposes might be better served if the BEF escaped. He seems 
to have thought that the British would be more likely to negotiate 
an armistice if they were not totally humiliated. It is difficult to 
follow his logic, however. 


FOLLOWING THE HALT order, the German panzer troops performed 
much-needed maintenance on their vehicles, rested, and moved 
south for the final offensive against France. Guderian got his 
heart's desire: XIX Corps was temporarily redesignated Panzer 
Group Guderian and took control over General Rudolf Schmidt's 
XXXIX Motorized Corps and Reinhardt's XLI. Kleist retained the 
XIV Motorized Corps and assumed control over General Erich 
Hoepner's XVI Motorized Corps. Kleist now directed four panzer, 
two infantry, and two SS motorized divisions, plus an army motor- 
ized division and the Grossdeutschland Regiment.55 
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The second phase of the campaign amounted to little more than 
a gigantic mopping-up operation, for France's best divisions had 
already been destroyed. The final drive began on June 5. Hoepner 
struck along a six-kilometer front with a density of more than one 
hundred tanks per kilometer, against the weak French 6th Army, 
which was soon in full retreat. When France surrendered on June 
21y the XVI Motorized was in Lyon and the XIV Motorized Corps 
was in the Bordeaux area, near the Spanish frontier.56 

For his services in France and Belgium, Ewald von Kleist was 
promoted to colonel general on July 19, 1940.5 After a brief period 
of occupation duty he was sent east, where Hitler had new ene- 
mies to face. Except for a few brief periods of leave, Kleist would 
remain on the Eastern Front for the rest of his career. 


KLEIST'5 XXII CORPS was redesignated Headquarters, First Panzer 
Group in early 1941 and was earmarked to spearhead the German 
invasion of Greece. In March 1941 it was assembled in the vicinity 
of Sofia, Bulgaria. On the night of March 26/27, however, the pro- 
Axis government of Premier Dragisha Cvetkovic in Yugoslavia 
. was overthrown and replaced by a junta under General Richard 
D. Simovic, the former commander of the Yugoslav Air Force.’® 
Hitler quickly decided to invade Yugoslavia as well as Greece, and 
1st Panzer Group was assigned the task of launching a surprise 
attack on April 8, advancing along the Nis-Kragujevac-Belgrade 
line and capturing the Yugoslav capital as rapidly as possible. 
Because the terrain in southeastern Yugoslavia was mountainous, 
the roads few and primitive, and the best enemy troops could be 
expected to defend the capital, Kleist's task was by no means 
considered easy.” 

Under his command on April 8, Kleist had Wietersheim's XIV 
Motorized Corps (5th Panzer, 11th Panzer, 294th Infantry, and 4th 
Mountain divisions) and General Joachim von Kortzfleisch's XI 
Corps (60th Motorized Infantry Division plus some minor units).9? 

Kleist's attack initially met stiff but short-lived resistance from 
the Yugoslav 5th Army, which was crumbling by evening. Kleist 
took Nis on April 9 and ordered his spearhead, the 11th Panzer, 
to continue the advance to the northeast against Belgrade, while 
the 5th Panzer Division turned south to cut off the Yugoslav forces 
in the Leskovac area. Advancing rapidly up the Morava Valley, 
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Kleist smashed the right wing of the Yugoslav 6th Army on April 
11 and 12. By the evening of April 12 he had advanced about one 
hundred twenty-five miles and was less than forty miles from Bel- 
grade.! He entered the city at the head of the 11th Panzer Division 
at 6:30 AM. on April 13 and is sometimes given credit for capturing 
the Yugoslav capital. However, elements of the 2nd SS Motorized 
Infantry Division "Das Reich," under SS First Lieutenant (Ober- 
sturmfuehrer) Klingenberg, had entered the city from the north at 
5 PM. the previous day, freed the members of the German Foreign 
Ministry (who had been interned), and accepted the surrender of 
the city from the mayor at 7 P.M. on April 12.9 Map 8 shows the 
German campaign in Yugoslavia up to the capture of Belgrade. 


IMMEDIATELY AFTER THE Yugoslav capitulation, First Panzer Group 
redeployed to southern Poland for the invasion of the Soviet 
Union. Here, Kleist was assigned five panzer, two motorized, and 
two SS motorized divisions under XLVIII Panzer, III Panzer, and 
XIV Motorized corps.6 His forces deployed on the left wing of 
Field Marshal von Rundstedt's Army Group South, between 
Reichenau's 6th and General Karl-Heinrich von Stuelpnagel's 17th 
armies. His initial objective was to advance to the Dnieper in the 
vicinity of Kiev. Then he was to pivot southeast and drive toward 
the Black Sea to secure the Dnieper crossings and to prevent the 
eastward escape of the two Russian fronts (i.e, army groups) of 
Soviet Marshal Semen Mikhailovich Budenny. His long-range 
objective was the city of Rostov on the Sea of Azov.$5 

Stalin had deployed his best formations under his most able 
generals on the southern sector, probably with an eye to a future 
invasion of Rumania. Such a move would deprive Hitler of the 
Ploesti oil fields, which were considered vital to his war effort. 
Indeed, while Hitler was busy in the West, Stalin had forced 
Rumania to cede the provinces of Bessarabia and North Bukovina 
to him. He had also gobbled up the Baltic states of Latvia, Estonia, 
and Lithuania, invaded Finland, and made territorial demands on 
Turkey. He had incorporated some 175,000 square miles of terri- 
tory and 20,000,000 people into his empire, and was talking about 
more. He was not at all pleased when Hitler crushed France in 
six weeks. 

First Panzer Group crossed the frontier into Russia on June 22, 
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MAP 8 


THE YUGOSLAVIAN CAMPAIGN, 1941 
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THE YUGOSLAVIAN CAMPAIGN, April 1941. Yugoslavia was con- 
quered in less than two weeks by Colonel General Baron von 
Weichs's 2nd Army and Kleist's Ist Panzer Group. Following this 
victory, both Kleist and Weichs were sent to the east for the 
invasion of the Soviet Union. Weichs later returned to the Balkans 
as Commander-in-Chief, OB Southeast, in mid-1943. 
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1941. The terrain of the Galicia and western Ukraine regions 
through which it advanced was far from ideal for armored opera- 
tions, since it was heavily forested with few roads. In places it was 
swampy, but the major difficulty Kleist faced was heavy resistance 
and the repeated counterattacks of the Russians. Within the first 
six days of the war, Kleist met counterattacks from the Soviet 9th, 
19th, and 23rd Mechanized corps. In all, Kleist's six hundred 
panzers faced 2,400 Soviet tanks,‘ many of which were technolog- 
ically superior to his PzKw IIIs and IVs—the best tanks Germany 
had in 1941. His troops nevertheless reached Lvov on June 30 and 
broke the Stalin Line on July 6, despite several strong counterat- 
tacks. Zhitomir, about ninety miles from Kiev, fell on July 10, after 
First Panzer Group defeated heavy attacks from the 4th, 15th, and 
16th Mechanized corps. That same day the Soviet 5th Army, rein- 
forced with strong elements of the 9th, 19th, and 22nd Mechanized 
corps, emerged from the southern edge of the Pripyet Marshes and 
cut the panzer group's main supply route. Reichenau, following 
Kleist with his infantry, had to commit much of his army to clear 
the road. And so it went through July and August. From June 22 
toJuly 10 the panzer group advanced only 10 miles a day and even 
less after that—far from the rapid blitzkrieg Hitler had hoped for.6® 

Kleist turned south behind Tyulenev's South Front (of Buden- 
ny's Southwest Theater) in mid-July and, despite counterattacks 
against his left flank by the Soviet 26th Army, linked up with 17th 
Army at Pervomaysk, forming the first large encirclement on the 
southern sector of the Eastern Front. The pocket was cleared on 
August 8; 103,000 prisoners were taken, including two Soviet army 
commanders, along with 317 tanks and 1,100 guns captured or 
destroyed.9 

Even before the Uman Pocket was cleared, the Russians coun- 
terattacked again, toward Boguslav, into the zone the 1st Panzer 
Group had vacated when it turned southward on Uman. Group 
von Schwelder (a few combat and miscellaneous rear area troops 
were under the command of IV Corps Commander General Victor 
von Schwelder) delayed the Russians long enough for Kleist and 
Reichenau to restore the situation, but it was August 17 before 
Army Group South could resume the offensive. 

First Panzer Group finally reached the east bank of the Dnieper 
on August 19, when the 9th Panzer Division attacked across the 
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dam at Zaporozhye and established a bridgehead; the Russians, 
however, counterattacked violently and pushed them back to the 
west bank. It was another week before the 60th Motorized Division 
succeeded in seizing a Russian pontoon bridge at Dnepropetrovsk 
and establishing a bridgehead on the far shore. The Soviets coun- 
terattacked fiercely for three days, but Kleist reinforced the foot- 
hold with General Eberhard von Mackensen's III Panzer Corps. 
The bridgehead was also supported by around-the-clock aerial 
attacks by the Luftwaffe. By August 29 the 1st Panzer Group was 
steadily expanding the bridgehead eastward, and the entire 
Donetz Basin, one of the major industrial centers of the Soviet 
Union, was threatened. Two days later 17th Army also secured 
a foothold on the east bank at Kremenchug.”° 

On the evening of September 10, Kleist took over the Kremen- 
chug bridgehead from 17th Army and began funneling Kempf's 
XLVIII Panzer Corps into it. At 9 AM. the following morning, Lieu- 
tenant General Hans Hube's 16th Panzer Division broke out of 
the bridgehead through the defensive perimeter of the Soviet 38th 
Army and headed due north for Romny, followed by the 9th 
- Panzer and 14th Panzer divisions. This sudden move took the 
Soviet High Command totally by surprise. Hube gained 43 miles 
in the first 12 hours. At 6:20 P.M. on September 14 he linked up 
with Lieutenant General Walter Model's 3rd Panzer Division of 
Guderian's Second Panzer Group near Romny, 130 miles east of 
Kiev. Kleist and Guderian had completed the largest encirclement 
of the entire war: five Soviet armies. By September 26 the battle 
was over. The final bag was 667,000 prisoners taken, and 3,718 guns 
and 884 armored vehicles captured or destroyed. Kempf's corps 
alone took 109,097 prisoners.”! The entire Ukraine, the breadbasket 
of the Soviet Union, was now lost to Stalin. 


AFTER KIEV, KLEIST’S group was upgraded and renamed 1st Panzer 
Army (on October 6), and headed south to begin his drive for 
Rostov, the final objective of the 1941 campaign. Even before the 
Battle of Kiev was over, the southernmost elements of 1st Panzer 
Army (III Panzer Corps) attacked southward from the Dneprope- 
trovsk bridgehead and destroyed three Soviet divisions at Novo- 
Moskovsk. After rolling up the Soviet Dnieper flank as far as 
Zaporozhye, 1st Panzer Army advanced east and then south, 
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cutting behind the Soviet forces delaying Manstein's 11th Army 
at Melitopol. The 1st SS Panzer Division reached the Sea of Azov 
at Berdyansk (now Osipenko) on October 5, forming another 
Soviet pocket at Chernigovka. When the battle ended on October 
10, the Soviet 18th Army had been destroyed, its commander 
killed, and more than 100,000 men, 212 tanks, and 672 guns cap- 
tured. Kleist set out in immediate pursuit. Taganrog fell on Octo- 
ber 12, and the Mius River, the last obstacle before Rostov, was 
reached on October 28. Then, however, the Russian rainy season 
arrived and "General Mud" took over. Kleist was not able to 
advance again until the ground froze on November 17.7? 

The spectacular victories of the previous three months, plus 
coping with the mud, had drained Kleist's fuel reserves; only about 
30 percent of the trucks that had crossed into Russia were still 
running. Nevertheless the 1st Panzer Army advanced again on 
November 17, spearheaded by the 1st SS Motorized Division, 
which had been reinforced with the 4th Panzer Regiment of the 
13th Panzer Division. The 60th Motorized and 14th Panzer divi- 
sions screened Rostov to the east while the SS and 4th Panzer took 
the city on the night of November 20. Counterattacks by ten Red 
Army divisions were beaten off.” 

Rostov was not just a city of a half million people in 1941: it was 
seen as the gateway to the Caucasus, the Soviet oil regions, and to 
Iran. The Communists could not afford to leave it in German hands 
as a springboard for their 1942 summer offensive. Kleist warned 
Rundstedt on November 21 that Kleist's left flank was dangerous- 
ly exposed, but there was little Rundstedt could do to help him. 

The Russians began attacking the exposed flank that very day. 
Kleist was forced to shift his 13th and 14th Panzer divisions north 
and northwest to avert disaster. Then Soviet Marshal Semén 
Timoshenko launched his main attack against the 1st SS and 60th 
Motorized divisions on November 25. The Don River would have 
protected them in the summer, but now it was frozen solid. The 
line companies of the German division were down to one third 
of their authorized strength due to casualties and frostbite (they 
were still in their summer uniforms), but they held on for three 
days in temperatures of 14 degrees Fahrenheit.” 

Rostov finally fell on November 28. Two days later Kleist was 
forced to withdraw his battered spearhead and requested permis- 
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sion to withdraw to the Mius. Hitler refused to allow any retreat 
whatsoever, but Rundstedt authorized it anyway. Hitler relieved 
him the same day. He was replaced by Field Marshal von 
Reichenau. 

The gifted Reichenau could see no way out of the deteriorating 
situation either, except to allow Kleist to retreat. He obtained 
permission from Hitler within twenty-four hours of assuming 
command. Ewald von Kleist had gained the dubious distinction 
of suffering the first major defeat Germany experienced in the 
Second World War. It would not be its last—or his. 


DURING THEIR WINTER offensive of 1941/42, the Soviets threw the 
Germans back on all fronts, but the Wehrmacht did not collapse 
despite temperatures that sometimes dipped as low as minus 50 
degrees Fahrenheit. By the spring of 1942, the panzers were ready 
to attack again. Kleist commanded the 1st Panzer and 17th Armies 
(as Army Detachment Kleist) in Operation "Fridericus," which led 
to another battle of encirclement. When the fighting was over, 
239,000 more Soviet troops had been captured, and 1,250 tanks and 
: 2,026 guns had been captured or destroyed.” 

Following "Fridericus" and the initial advance toward the 
Volga, Kleist's 1st Panzer Army was transferred south of Kharkov, 
where it joined Field Marshal List's newly formed Army Group 
A. First Panzer Army covered the left wing of the 17th Army when 
it recaptured Rostov on July 24. Weichs's Army Group B (formerly 
HQ, Army Group South) headed for the Volga and Stalingrad, 
while Army &roup A thrust toward the Caucasus and the Baku 
oil region on the Caspian Sea. Meanwhile, Manstein's 11th Army 
was transferred to the north, to take Leningrad. By thus dividing 
his forces and sending them toward three separate objectives, 
Hitler had insufficient strength to take any of them. Army Group 
A bogged down in the Caucasus region in September. 

Hitler’s interference in the direction of military operations 
reached a new peak on September 9, when he relieved Field 
Marshal List and assumed command of Army Group A himself. He 
remained at his headquarters near Rastenburg, East Prussia, a 
thousand miles away. The day-to-day tasks were handled by List's 
former chief of staff, Lieutenant General Hans von Greiffenberg. 

On November 21, 1942, Hitler finally gave up command of Army 
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Group A, which had not been able to advance for weeks. His 
successor was Colonel General Ewald von Kleist. Eberhart von 
Mackensen assumed command of the 1st Panzer Army. Kleist's 
only other army was the 17th, under Colonel General Richard 
Ruoff. 

Kleist had warned Hitler against using the Hungarians, Italians, 
and Rumanians as flank protectors for the 6th Army during the 
drive on Stalingrad, but the Fuehrer would not listen.’ The Soviets 
attacked the Rumanians north and south of Stalingrad on Novem- 
ber 19 and 20, quickly broke through, and surrounded 6th Army 
on November 22. This disaster placed Kleist in a dangerously ex- 
posed position, for Stalin’s victorious forces were closer to Rostov 
than Kleist’s exhausted forces, and there was little to prevent the 
Red Army from seizing the city. Rostov was Army Group A’s only 
land connection with the rest of the Russian Front. Nevertheless, 
Hitler would not give him permission to retreat until December 27. 

When Colonel General Kurt Zeitzler, now Chief of the General 
Staff of the Army, finally convinced the Fuehrer to allow Army 
Group A to withdraw, the forward units of the Ist Panzer Army 
were on the Terek River, almost four hundred miles away. By 
January 20, 1943, the Soviets had pushed to within nineteen miles 
of Rostov, but were halted by the last reserves of the 4th Panzer 
Army (of Manstein’s Army Group Don). The Soviets tried for three 
more weeks to cut off the retreat of the 1st Panzer Army, but were 
unsuccessful. Part of the army, including the XL Panzer Corps, had 
to retreat across the ice on the Sea of Azov. Finally, on February 
6, the rear guard and last unit of the 1st Panzer Army, Major Gen- 
eral Recknagel's 111th Infantry Division, blew up the Don River 
bridge south of Rostov in the very faces of the Soviet units trying 
to disarm the explosives.” First Panzer Army had escaped. 

Kleist was now faced with the problem of holding the Kuban, 
across the Straits of Kerch from the Crimea. Army Group A lost 
command of 1st Panzer Army after it escaped, leaving Kleist with 
only the 17th Army (five German infantry and two mountain 
divisions, plus a Rumanian cavalry division, the Slovak Security 
Division, and some miscellaneous Eastern and Cossack cavalry 
units under the German V, XLIV, and XLIX Mountain corps), the 
Military Command Crimea (Headquarters, XLII Corps, with the 
1st and 4th Rumanian Mountain divisions and the German 153rd 
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Reserve Division), and the Rear Area Command A (454th and 
444th Security divisions, each with two security regiments and no 
organic artillery). Only one unit was in army group reserve: the 
381st Field Training Division, which was not fit for front-line duty. 
Starting on January 10, 17th Army had to abandon its footholds 
in the eastern Caucasus and swing north and east, to establish 
a defensive line covering the Kuban. They were under constant 
pressure from the 47th, 56th, 18th, 46th, 37th, 9th, 58th, and 44th 
Soviet armies but, using a series of improvised interception lines, 
managed to reach their assigned positions in only four weeks. 

Stalin's forces tried desperately to break through the German 
rear guards and overwhelm 17th Army before it could complete 
its maneuver and dig in. If successful, they would bag 400,000 
German soldiers, complete with 110,000 horses, 26,500 motorized 
vehicles, and 2,085 guns: a haul larger than Stalingrad! If not, 
Hitler would maintain a foothold in Asia and might well be in a 
position to launch another offensive against the all-important oil 
fields in the summer of 1943. Stalin threw everything he could 
against Kleist, but was unable to disrupt the retreat or break the 
" Kuban line. For this defensive success, Ewald von Kleist was pro- 
moted to field marshal on February 1, 1943. 

Ironically, some of the successes for which Kleist owed his 
promotion were due to his ignoring Hitler's instructions concern- 
ing the persecution of the peoples who previously had lived under 
Communist domination. In September 1942, Kleist remarked: 
"These vast spaces depress me. And these vast hordes of people! 
We're lost ifwe don't win them over.””? And win them over he 
did. With great foresight, he appointed two former military at- 
tachés to Moscow to his staff: Lieutenant General Ritter Oskar von 
Niedermayer and Major General Ernst Koestring, who had been 
born in Moscow. Niedermayer, who first retired from the Army 
in 1935, was a professor of geopolitics at the University of Berlin 
until he was recalled to active duty. He had organized and com- 
manded the 162nd Infantry Division, which included men from 
Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Kazakstan, Turkestan, Iran, Af- 
ghanistan, and other Eastern territories who joined the German 
Army to fight Communism. Niedermayer was an outspoken critic 
ofthe Nazi policy of treating the non-German peoples of the Soviet 
Union as subhumans (Untermenschen). He and Koestring provided 
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Kleist with truly expert advice on the treatment of the occupied 
territories and their ethnic (non-Russian) peoples. As a result, 
825,000 men were recruited in Russia to fight Communism, 
including Karachoevs, Kabardines, Ossets, Ingushts, Azerbaijans, 
Kalmucks, Uzbeks, and especially Cossacks. These men were 
largely recruited from Kleist's areas of operation. In September 
1944, Hitler allowed these men to be incorporated into the Army 
of National Liberation under former Soviet General Vlassov, but 
by then Germany had lost almost all of its captured territory in 
the Soviet Union and the war was as good as lost. Kleist, however, 
was allowed to employ his foreign recruits as auxiliaries and in 
Cossack cavalry regiments.5? 

Gauleiter Erich Koch, the Reichscommissioner of the Ukraine, 
and Fritz Sauckel, Plenipotentiary for Labor Allocation (i.e., head 
of slave labor importation for Nazi Germany), protested against 
Kleist's humane policies. Kleist had even gone so far as to order 
his subordinates to make sure that "voluntary" labor recruitment 
in occupied areas was really voluntary! Koch and Sauckel were 
furious. Their protests cut no ice with the Prussian cavalryman, 
however?! Kleist went so far as to summon SS and "police" 
officials to his headquarters and categorically informed them that 
he would tolerate no excesses in his area of command.? 

Kleist’s humane policy was quite successful and even elicited 
half-hearted praise from Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi minister of 
propaganda. Had Kleist’s ideas been implemented throughout 
the east, they conceivably could have changed the course of the 
war. 


THE RUSSIANS MADE several attempts to break the Kuban line, and 
even attempted an amphibious landing at Novorossiysk on the 
night of February 3/4, the only major Soviet amphibious landing 
attempted during the war. All of their efforts were checked with 
heavy casualties. All the while, Kleist was advocating the evacua- 
tion of the Kuban with greater and greater urgency. Hitler stalled, 
however, fearing the repercussions such a move would have in 
Rumania and neutral Turkey. Finally, on September 3, he gave 
Kleist the order to go ahead with the evacuation. The word came 
none too soon, for the Soviets were nearing the Perekop Isthmus 
at the northern edge of the Crimea. If they could seize this position 
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before Army Group A could make good its escape, all of Kleist’s 
forces would be trapped. Manstein, whose Army Group South was 
covering the retreat route, made it clear that he could not hold 
off the Red Army for long. 

The Kuban foothold had served its purpose. For most of the 
summer it had attracted seven Russian armies with more than fifty 
divisions, which Stalin could have employed with devastating 
effect elsewhere. By September, however, it was clear that the 
Germans would never again launch a major offensive against the 
Caucasus, Stalin had sent many of his divisions elsewhere, and 
it was high time to get out of the Kuban. Over a period of 34 days, 
Kleist and his naval commander, Vice Admiral Scheurlen, ferried 
227,484 German and Rumanian soldiers, 72,899 horses, 28,486 Rus- 
sian auxiliaries, 21,230 motor vehicles, 27,741 horse-drawn vehi- 
cles, and 1,815 guns across the Straits of Kerch to the Crimea. The 
evacuation was completed on October 9. The Soviets launched a 
number of heavy attacks, supported by armor, but were repulsed 
with heavy losses. Seventeenth Army even succeeded in evacuat- 
ing its supplies and damaged equipment. All it lost was the fodder 
- for its horses.** Most of its units were hurried through the Crimea 
to Colonel General Karl Hollidt’s reconstituted 6th Army, guard- 
ing the northern approaches to the Perekop Isthmus. Hitler 
assigned this army to Kleist after the Kuban evacuation. 


KLEIST’S LAST CAMPAIGN was characterized by increasing friction with 
Hitler over the Fuehrer’s mishandling of the war. Kleist agitated 
for the abandonment of the Crimea from the time the Kuban 
evacuation was completed. He went so far as to issue the order 
to evacuate the peninsula on October 26, but Hitler counter- 
manded it the same day. Even after the Soviets finally reached 
the Perekop Isthmus on November 1 and cut off 17th Army in the 
Crimea, Kleist continued to call for its evacuation by sea. 

On several occasions, Kleist called for timely retreats that Hitler 
refused to authorize until they were absolutely forced on him, with 
much greater casualties as the result. Finally pushed behind the 
Bug, a line he could not hold with his depleted divisions, Kleist 
conspired with Hollidt and General Otto Woehler, the commander 
of the 8th Army on the southern wing of Army Group South, to 
ensure that the retreat to the Dnestr would be made in time. On 
March 26, 1944, he informed Zeitzler that he had taken over 8th 


102 Hitler's Field Marshals and Their Battles 


Army from Army Group South (!) and would issue the order to 
withdraw to the Dnestr that afternoon, with or without OKH's 
permission. Zeitzler asked him to see Hitler first. The field marshal 
replied that he would see the Fuehrer the next day, but only after 
he was sure that the withdrawal was ready to begin immediately. 
"Someone must lay his head on the block," Kleist told his chief 
of staff.5 Ewald von Kleist had had enough. 

Presented with a virtual fait accompli, Hitler authorized the with- 
drawal of the 6th and 8th Armies on March 27, conditional only 
on Kleist's holding the bridgehead from Tiraspol to Odessa, the 
main supply port for the Crimea. The next day the two armies 
were in full retreat from the Bug, pursued by the Russian 8th 
Guards and 46th Armies.56 

Did this incident cost Ewald von Kleist his command and end 
his military career? It seems quite likely that this was the "straw 
that broke the camel's back" for both himself and Manstein. Hitler 
had wanted to relieve Manstein as early as the first part of 1943. 
Kleist had annoyed the Fuehrer by his constant calls for the evac- 
uation of the Crimea; by his attitude toward "subhumans"; by 
advising him in November 1943 to appoint a First Quartermaster 
General of the Wehrmacht to direct operations on the Eastern 
Front; by his pro-monarchist views; and by his threat to take 
matters into his own hands if Hitler did not give him permission 
to retreat from the Bug. Hitler had said of the two field marshals 
as early as July 1943: "I can't trust Kleist or Manstein. They're 
intelligent, but they're not National Socialists." 57 

On March 30, the Fuehrer's personal Condor landed at Kleist's 
airstrip at Tiraspol to pick up the Commander-in-Chief of Army 
Group A. It then flew on to Lvov to collect Erich von Manstein. 
That evening on the Obersalzburg, Hitler presented them with 
the Knights' Cross with Oak Leaves and Swords—and relieved 
them of their commands. Hitler told both Manstein and Kleist that 
he approved of all that they had done, but the days of the master 
tacticians were over on the Eastern Front. What he needed now 
were commanders who could summon the last ounce of resistance 
from their troops. 

Kleist took the opportunity of his last meeting with Hitler to 
recommend that he make peace with Stalin. Hitler assured him 
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that there was no need to do so, as the Soviet Army was almost 
exhausted.8 

Colonel General Zeitzler tendered his resignation when Hitler 
announced that he was sacking Kleist and Manstein. Hitler curtly 
rejected the resignation, but the attitude ofthe chief ofthe General 
Staff (and former chief of staff of Panzer Group Kleist) probably 
explains why Hitler dealt with Kleist and Manstein in such a 
civilized manner. 

Army Group A was redesignated Army Group South Ukraine 
and placed under the command of Colonel General Ferdinand 
Schoerner. Kleist went into retirement and was arrested by the 
Gestapo in 1944 in connection with the July 20 assassination 
attempt on Hitler, in which one of his cousins was deeply in- 
volved. Kleist himself knew of the resistance movement but had 
not reported it; therefore he was technically guilty of a crime, al- 
though not actively involved in the unsuccessful coup himself. 
The Nazis did not want to put such a respected field marshal on 
trial before the People’s Court, especially after the execution of 
Field Marshal von Witzleben, so they released him. 

Except for this brief interlude, Ewald von Kleist lived quietly 
in retirement at Weidebrueck from April 1944 until early 1945, 
when the Russians invaded Silesia. The field marshal emigrated 
to the tiny village of Mitterfels in lower Bavaria, while his oldest 
son, a captain on active duty, blew up the family home to prevent 
it from failing into the hands of the Russians.®? 

The elder von Kleist was variously reported as being captured 
by the British in Yugoslavia and as having surrendered to the 
Americans at the end of the year.? Author C. R. Davis, who inter- 
viewed members of the Kleist family, said that Kleist was taken 
into custody by a patrol from the U.S. 26th Infantry Division on 
April 25, 1945. In any event he was held in a total of twenty-seven 
different prisons in the next nine years. He was turned over to 
the Yugoslavs in 1946, tried as a war criminal, and sentenced to 
fifteen years imprisonment. Two years later he was extradicted 
to Russia, where he was charged with having "alienated through 
mildness and kindness the population" of the Soviet Union.” He 
remained in Russian captivity for the rest of his life. 

In March 1954 the former panzer army commander was trans- 
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ferred to the Wladimir Prison Camp (a prison for German generals, 
located about one hundred ten miles east of Moscow). Here the 
Russians allowed him to write and receive one postcard-size letter 
per month to his family—his first correspondence with them in 
eight and a half years.?? 

Field Marshal Ewald von Kleist died of "general arteriosclerosis 
and hypertension" at Wladimir on October 15, 1954—the only one 
of Hitler's marshals to die in Soviet captivity. His eldest son, 
Ewald, was released from prison in 1956, after spending ten years 
in Siberia. He died in 1976. Frau Kleist died in West Germany in 
May 1958, and Kleist's youngest son succumbed in 1973. As of 
1979, eight of the field marshal's grandchildren were alive in West 
Germany—although Ewald von Kleist never saw one of them.” 
He is buried in an unknown grave somewhere in the Soviet Union. 


WALTER VON REICHENAU 


. REICHENAU WAS ONE of the most exceptional of the field marshals. 
His appearance, except for his pale-blue eyes, was typically Prus- 
sian: stern features, monocled, cold, and forbidding. Yet he was 
innovative, liked automobile racing, swimming, tennis, boxing, 
and cross-country running. He was accessible and popular among 
the troops. He studied science and enjoyed meeting people from 
outside the military sphere—even foreigners. No automaton, he 
was very independent-minded and detested anything that 
smacked of traditionalism just for the sake of tradition. Above all 
he was ruthlessly ambitious.! Historian Walter Goerlitz called him 
“the most progressive thinker among the Army Commanders-in- 
Chief," but also "a man devoid of all sentiment, at times, indeed, 
a cold-blooded, brutal man.'? 

The son of a Prussian general, he was born in Karlsruhe on 
August 16, 1884. His mother was Silesian. Reichenau married 
Countess von Maltzan of Militsch, a noble Silesian family. She was 
related to the ancient Prussian house of Schwerin. 

Reichenau joined the Army at age eighteen as a Fahnenjunker 
in the Prussian 1st Guards Field Artillery Regiment. He received 
his commission the following year (1904) and was promoted to 
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first lieutenant in 1912. In May 1914 he was attending the War 
Academy in Berlin, undergoing General Staff training, but re- 
turned to his regiment when the war broke out. He "served with 
valor" on the Western Front in World War P as adjutant of the 
1st Guards Field Artillery and later as a General Staff officer with 
the 47th Reserve Division, the VI Corps, and 7th Cavalry Division. 
He worked for a time under Major General Max Hoffmann, the 
military genius who was closely associated with the Hindenburg- 
Ludendorff victory at Tannenburg. He emerged from the war as 
a captain with the Iron Cross, 1st Class, and the Hohenzollern 
House Order, among other decorations.? 

Reichenau's rise in the Reichsheer was steady, but not spectacu- 
lar. He was a General Staff officer with Wehrkreis VI at Muenster 
(1920-22) before serving a year's troop duty as commander of the 
8th (Machine Gun) Company, 18th Infantry Regiment. Promoted 
to major in 1923, he served on the staff of Wehrkreis III in Berlin 
until the summer of 1926, when he took his first trip to England. 
Upon his return he received another Berlin staff appointment— 
this one with HQ, Army Group 1—before being named Com- 
mander of the 5th Signal Battalion at Stuttgart on November 1, 
1927. He was promoted to lieutenant colonel in April 1929.5 

Following his promotion, Reichenau spent several months in 
England, where he engaged in language study and developed a 
great regard for the British, even to the point of speaking English 
and wearing English clothes at home. Upon his return to Berlin 
in the fall of 1929, he was named chief of staff to the Inspector of 
Signals at the Reichswehr Ministry, a position he held until Febru- 
ary 1, 1931, when he was named Chief of Staff of Wehrkreis I in 
East Prussia. Exactly one year later he was promoted to full colonel. 

The two years Walter von Reichenau spent in East Prussia were 
pivotal, not only for himself but for the entire Officer Corps and, 
indeed, for the entire German nation. Until then, Reichenau's 
career had been fairly typical for a Prussian General Staff officer. 
In 1932, however, he met Adolf Hitler through his uncle, Friedrich 
von Reichenau, a retired diplomat and president of the German 
Overseas League. Friedrich von Reichenau was a Nazi and a great 
admirer of Hitler.” His nephew also decided to jump on the Nazi 
bandwagon, but admiration for the Fuehrer had little or nothing 
to do with this decision; rather, as Wistrich wrote, he "regarded 


Walter von Reichenau 107 


the National Socialists as an indispensable battering-ram against 
Marxism and planned to harness their revolutionary drive for his 
own career ends and the interests of the Army.” 

Reichenau's commander, General Werner von Blomberg, was 
easily influenced by his more intelligent, pragmatic, and dynamic 
chief of staff, and soon Reichenau had almost complete sway over 
his superior. The colonel introduced the general to Hitler, who 
soon completely captivated Blomberg. Reichenau, the cool Machi- 
avellian, had made his decision: he broke with the Prussian officer 
caste and, as Goerlitz wrote, was "the first military expert of real 
importance who placed himself entirely without reservation at the 
dictatorship's disposal.” 

Reichenau had calculated the odds and threw his lot with the 
Nazis, not out of principle, but to further his own ruthless ambi- 
tions. He risked his career in doing so, but the gamble paid off 
on January 30, 1933, when Adolf Hitler became chancellor of 
Germany and Werner von Blomberg was named minister of war. 
Reichenau was immediately promoted to major general and 
became head of the Ministerial Office of the Reichswehr Ministry. 
- Soon he was unofficially regarded as the chief liaison officer 
between the Army and the Nazi Party and was a favorite of Hitler, 
who greatly admired him. He was a frequent guest at Berchtes- 
gaden in the early days of the regime. 

In 1933, Reichenau's position and influence greatly exceeded his 
rank. He was one of the “Big Four” in the defense establishment, 
along with the war minister, the Commander-in-Chief of the 
Army, and the chief of the General Staff (Generals Blomberg, von 
Hammerstein, and Adam, respectively). On Blomberg’s behalf, 
he negotiated several agreements with the S.A. These provided 
for Army control of 250,000 reserves from the Nazi paramilitary 
organizations in case of an emergency; for increased contact 
between the Army and the Party; and for more opportunities for 
the Nazis to distribute propagarida to the lower, less critical ranks 
of the military.!! 

Reichenau hoped that the S.A. and Army could peacefully coex- 
ist. He watched with increasing alarm as S.A. Chief Ernst Roehm 
gained more and more power. On November 6, 1933, the S.A. 
absorbed the Stahlhelm (Steel Helmet), Germany's principal 
veterans' organization, as well as the Kyffhaeuser Bund, another 
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large veterans' group. Less than a month later the S.A. became 
an official branch of the government, and Roehm was given a seat 
on the National Defense Council. Roehm was demanding more 
and more say over military affairs. Reichenau tried to compromise 
with him, proposing that the military activities of the S.A. be 
expanded, but that the S.A. be put under Army control, as a sort 
of militia. Roehm rejected the idea.!? 

The Army and the Party now seemed to be on a collision course. 
Nazi Party Chief Rudolf Hess, no doubt at Hitler's suggestion, 
tried to defuse the situation in early 1934. He wrote an editorial 
in the Party's newspaper, the Voelkischer Beobachter, calling for more 
obedience from Party organizations (i.e, the Brownshirts). Four 
days later, on January 26, 1934, Hitler yielded to pressure from the 
Reichswehr and agreed to the formation of a Working Committee 
for the National Defense Council. The chairman of the new com- 
mittee was Reichenau. The S.A. responded the same day by wreck- 
ing a social gathering of Monarchist officers who were celebrating 
Wilhelm II's birthday at the Hotel Kaiser in Berlin. Naturally the 
Officer Corps was outraged by the incident. 

In this atmosphere of friction and tension, Blomberg finally 
forced anti-Nazi General Kurt von Hammerstein to retire from his 
position as Commander-in-Chief of the Army. Predictably, Blom- 
berg nominated Reichenau for the post and Hitler heartily 
approved, but President von Hindenburg vetoed the selection. 
Blomberg's second choice (and the favorite of the Officer Corps), 
General Baron Werner von Fritsch, the commander of Wehrkreis 
III, received the appointment instead. He assumed his new office 
on February 1, 1934. 

The next day, the Wehrkreise commanders and senior Army 
staff officers met in Berlin for a conference. Here General Beck, who 
had replaced Adam as chief of the General Staff on October 1, 1933, 
rose and criticized Reichenau for making the Army too dependent 
on the S.A. for the frontier defenses against Poland. Fritsch agreed 
with Beck and claimed that the S.A. now had too much opportu- 
nity for ideological subversion. Under this pressure, Blomberg 
promised to end his policy of compromise with the S.A.14 

The next day Reichenau received a letter from Ernst Roehm. He 
asked Fritsch's permission to read it aloud to the commanders, 
and Fritsch consented. It said: "I regard the Reichswehr now only 
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as a training school for the German people. The conduct of war, 
and therefore of mobilization as well, in the future is the task of 
the SsA: "15 

The situation was now extremely volatile; an Army coup against 
Hitler and the Nazis was a distinct possibility. Reichenau had 
attached himself to the Nazis to such an extent that he could never 
go back. If the Nazis lost power, his career would be over. There- 
fore only one choice remained: the S.A. must be suppressed, and 
Ernst Roehm must die. 

We do not know exactly what role Reichenau played in the 
elimination of the S.A, but it was considerable. We do know that 
Reichenau conspired with Hermann Goering and SS Chief Hen- 
rich Himmler against Roehm, and probably helped draw up the 
lists of men to be executed. On July 30, the "Blood Purge" of the 
storm troopers began. Before it ended, some one hundred fifty 
Brownshirt leaders were taken out and shot by the SS.!é Blomberg 
ordered the Army not to interfere in the executions, and Reichenau 
supplied arms to the SS just before the purge. Reichenau served 
as liaison officer between the killers and the Army, and Blom- 
: berg—undoubtedly guided by Reichenau—immediately and 
publicly endorsed Hitler's actions. 

Hitler took advantage of the opportunity offered by the blood- 
letting to eliminate two of the more dangerous anti-Nazi Army 
officers—former Chancellor General Kurt von Schleicher and 
General Kurt von Brelow, Reichenau's predecessor in the Minis- 
terial Office of the Reichswehr. Reichenau tried to whitewash the 
assassinations by issuing a communiqué stating that Schleicher 
had maintained "treasonable relationships with a foreign power," 
and had resisted when the police tried to arrest him. Schleicher's 
wife, according to Reichenau, had run into the line of fire and had 
also been killed.” Actually there had been no resistance; the 
Schleichers and von Brelow had simply been murdered by the S.S. 

The death of Roehm and the decimation of the leadership of the 
S.A. eliminated the threat to Reichenau's career and moved him 
even further into the orbit of the Nazi Party. He was rewarded 
by an accelerated promotion to lieutenant general a year after the 
Blood Purge.5 His next service for Hitler was less violent but 
equally far reaching. At 9 A.M. on the morning of August 2, the 
eighty-seven-year-old President von Hindenburg finally died 
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after a lengthy illness. Three hours later Hitler abolished the office 
of president, assumed the title of Fuehrer and Reichs Chancellor, 
and realized his dream of becoming dictator of Germany. The same 
day, the soldiers of the Third Reich (as it now was) had to take 
an oath of loyalty—not to the Republic or the Constitution, but 
to the Fuehrer personally. The oath was written by Walter von 
Reichenau. It went: "I swear by God this sacred oath, that I will 
render unconditional obedience to Adolf Hitler, the Fuehrer of the 
German Reich and people, Supreme Commander of the Armed 
Forces, and that I am ready as a brave soldier to risk my life at 
any time for this oath." 

This oath permanently diffused the possibility of a coup against 
Hitler by the vast majority of the Officer Corps, for it committed 
them to personal loyalty to Hitler himself. Many officers could not, 
in good conscience, break that oath without feeling that they 
would thereby dishonor themselves. Most of them would take no 
action to depose Hitler, even when the Army was in ruins and 
the enemy was at the very frontiers of the Reich. Reichenau's oath 
served him very well: there would be no officers' putsch; the party 
he had chosen would remain in power, and his personal career 
was assured. 

In justice to Reichenau, it must be noted here that he could not 
have foreseen the events of 1941-45, or the long-range effects of 
his oath. Indeed, one might speculate that the unorthodox 
Reichenau, who was possibly the least tradition-bound of Hitler's 
field marshals, might well have personally led a coup against 
Hitler had he lived —that is, if he believed it might benefit his own 
career. Certainly one cannot imagine the pragmatic Reichenau 
taking something as abstract as an oath too seriously—if it ran 
counter to his own ambitions, for Reichenau believed in 
Reichenau; everything else was secondary. 


IN 1935 REICHENAU was, as always, considering another way to 
advance his career. He was constantly seeking new outlets for his 
abundant energy, and now it seemed that the road to the top of 
his profession no longer led through Berlin. One of the objections 
his opponents had raised to his appointment as Commander-in- 
Chief of the Army was that he had never commanded anything 
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larger than a battalion. Very well: he would obtain a command. 
With his influence over Blomberg and his friendship with Hitler, 
he had no trouble obtaining one. Typically, he skipped the division 
level (which was more appropriate for his rank and seniority) and, 
on August 1, 1935, was promoted to lieutenant general, and on 
October 1 assumed command of Wehrkreis VII in Munich, replac- 
ing General Wilhelm Adam. He was succeeded in Berlin by Major 
General Wilhelm Keitel.!? 

Reichenau was promoted to general of artillery on October 1, 
1936, shortly after returning from a trip to China, but his ambition 
was unsatisfied. In January 1938, when his old mentor Blomberg 
was in serious trouble for marrying a suspected prostitute, Reich- 
enau refused to lift a finger to help him. “I had really expected 
different treatment from him [Reichenau]," Blomberg complained 
later.?? Telford Taylor explained his attitude this way: "Reichenau, 
who, like Keitel, could hope for promotion as a result of Blomberg's 
misfortune, did nothing for his former superior.'?! Indeed, as far 
as we know, Reichenau never spoke to Blomberg again, despite 
the fact that Blomberg recommended Reichenau for the top post 
: in the Army. 

With Blomberg ousted and Fritsch on the way out due to 
trumped-up charges of homosexuality, Reichenau was looked 
upon by almost everyone as the leading candidate for the post 
of Commander-in-Chief of the Army. However, merely being a 
Nazi sympathizer was not yet sufficient qualification for this job 
in early 1938. Hitler, true enough, wanted to promote Reichenau, 
but General Gerd von Rundstedt, Commander of Army Group 1 
and the most senior member of the Officer Corps, objected very 
strongly. Reichenau now paid the penalty for offending the ultra- 
conservative Prussian Officer Corps. Neither Beck nor his deputy, 
Franz Halder, would serve as Chief of the General Staff under 
Reichenau, and other senior officers also threatened to resign, 
forcing even Wilhelm Keitel, the newly appointed Commander- 
in-Chief of the High Command of the Armed Forces (OKW), to 
frankly inform Hitler that the Army would not stand for the shock 
of Reichenau's appointment. Keitel did not have much use for 
Reichenau either, as he makes clear in his memoirs.? Hitler 
vacillated for a few days, but on February 4, 1938, named General 
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Walter von Brauchitsch C-in-C of the Army. As a consolation prize 
of sorts, Reichenau succeeded Brauchitsch as C-in-C of Army 
Group 4, headquartered at Leipzig. 

Unlike the other three army groups, Army Group 4 was nonter- 
ritorial. Its new corps headquarters, numbered XIV, XV, and XVI, 
created only the year before, also had no territorial jurisdictions. 
The XIV Corps controlled all four of Germany's motorized divi- 
sions (numbered 2nd, 13th, 20th, and 29th), while XV Corps 
directed the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Light divisions, which consisted of 
motorized infantry regiments, a reconnaissance regiment, and a 
tank battalion or regiment. The XVI Corps directed all three panzer 
divisions (1st, 2nd, and 3rd). The corps were commanded, respec- 
tively, by Generals Gustav von Wietersheim, Hermann Hoth, and 
Heinz Guderian. Reichenau therefore had the tremendous respon- 
sibility of directing all of Germany's mobile divisions and creating 
new ones. 

General von Reichenau tackled his new job with typical deter- 
mination and saw to it that his units were properly trained and 
ready for war. His headquarters (which became HQ, 10th Army, 
upon mobilization) played a major role in the occupation of Aus- 
tria. It was during this crisis that Hitler summoned Reichenau and 
Luftwaffe General Hugo Sperrle to Berchtesgaden. The Fuehrer 
wanted to bluff the Austrian Chancellor into submission, and he 
considered Reichenau and Sperrle to be his two most brutal- 
looking generals. The bluff worked. Later the same year (1938), 
Reichenau was slated to direct the main thrust of the invasion of 
Czechoslovakia, before the French and British signed the Munich 
accords and surrendered the Sudetenland without a fight. The rest 
of Czechoslovakia was occupied the next year. 

Reichenau was a good choice for the post of commander of Army 
Group 4. He was not a rigid disciplinarian, but treated his men 
"with a familiarity that did not breed contempt," to quote Mat- 
thew Cooper.? He even proved to have a sense of humor, and 
his men liked men. 

Reichenau's popularity extended only to the effective soldiers. 
He had no patience with the inefficient or lazy. His streak of 
ruthlessness still showed itself when he dealt with offenders. The 
punishment for being away from duty without leave (AWOL), for 
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example, was not demotion, extra duty, or a short imprisonment: 
it was execution. 

Almost alone of the senior generals, Reichenau supported the 
new tank technology. As early as the 1920s he was a panzer 
enthusiast. He translated several of the works of B. H. Liddell Hart, 
the British armor expert, into German and in 1933 ordered Krupp 
to begin a systematic program of panzer production under the 
cover of "agricultural tractors.'?^ Reichenau's open mind, intelli- 
gence and innovative nature drove him to support the ideas of 
Heinz Guderian and made him, indirectly, a contributor to the 
development of the blitzkrieg; for he used his considerable power 
and influence to help build and later shield the panzer divisions 
from more conservative generals, such as Fritsch, Beck, and Otto 
von Stuelpnagel, who would have broken up the tank divisions 
and used the panzers only as infantry support weapons. 


IN AUGUST 1939, Reichenau moved his headquarters (now designated 
10th Army) to Oppeln and assembled his forces for the invasion 
of Poland. His army was the largest of the five used in the invasion, 
- and it was given the most difficult mission: penetrate the Polish 
frontier defenses, head directly for Warsaw, and take the Polish 
capital. Tenth Army also had the bulk of Germany's mobile forces: 
two panzer, three light, and two motorized divisions, as well as 
six infantry divisions, under XI, XVI, IV, XV, and XIV corps. His 
corps commanders were also an experienced group: Generals Emil 
Leeb (brother of the future field marshal), Erich Hoepner, Victor 
von Schwedler, Hermann Hoth, and Gustav von Wietersheim.? 

Tenth Army penetrated fifteen miles on September 1, the first 
day of the invasion, and reached the Warta River the next day. 
The Poles tried to halt him on this river, but Reichenau established 
several bridgeheads in heavy fighting on September 3, while de- 
stroying the Polish 7th Infantry Division and scattering the Kra- 
kowska Cavalry Brigade. His advance continued toward the Pilica 
River and Warsaw.” 

The Poles tried to concentrate against 10th Army on September 
6, for Reichenau was now threatening the capital, as well as the 
lines of retreat of the Polish Lodz and Poznam armies. Reichenau, 
however, beat off heavy counterattacks against his northern flank 


114 Hitler's Field Marshals and Their Battles 


with his panzer divisions, smashed the Polish 29th Infantry Divi- 
sion, and captured the commander of Poland's general reserve. 
By the end of the day he had bypassed the Lodz Army on his 
northern flank and all but enveloped the Krakow Army at Radom 
on his southern flank? 

Rundstedt, the commander of Army Group South, now directed 
Reichenau to destroy the Polish forces at Radom, an operation that 
would cause considerable delay in the advance on the Vistula, 
especially since he detached two of 10th Army's corps (XI and XVI) 
to 8th Army on Reichenau's left flank. In the Radom vicinity, the 
Poles had concentrated their 3rd, 7th, 12th, 19th, and 29th Infantry 
divisions, as well as what was left of the Krakowska Cavalry 
Brigade. Some of these units were in remnants, but they neverthe- 
less constituted a considerable force, and it took most of Reich- 
enau's strength to deal with them.?® 

Reichenau ordered the IV Corps to attack the Radom Army from 
the west and southwest, while the mobile XIV Corps enveloped 
it from the north, and XV Corps enveloped it from the south. The 
fighting was heavy, but the advance panzer detachments reached 
the Vistula north and south of Radom by nightfall on September 
8. Reichenau himself was the first German to cross the river: he 
swam it. Clearing the Radom pocket delayed the exploitation 
phase of the operation, but by September 11 organized resistance 
had ended and 10th Army had taken 60,000 prisoners in the first 
major battle of encirclement fought by the German Army in World 
War II. 

The main Polish forces, some twelve infantry divisions and three 
cavalry brigades, were in the Kutno vicinity, about seventy miles 
due west of Warsaw, and were retreating toward the Polish capital, 
pursued by the 8th Army. Reichenau saw that he had a chance 
to cut off their retreat if he advanced rapidly enough. Using the 
31st Infantry Division to screen Warsaw from the south, Reichenau 
hastily attacked toward the Warsaw-Kutno railroad with most of 
his army, spearheaded by the 1st Panzer and 4th Panzer divisions. 
By September 16 the bulk of the Polish Lodz and Poznan armies 
had been cut off and were in the process of being crushed by the 
8th and 10th armies and the Luftwaffe. Reichenau had already 
taken 12,000 more prisoners.?? 

Except for the Siege of Warsaw, the rest of the Polish campaign 
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was a mopping-up operation. Reichenau's artillery bombarded the 
city, but his initial infantry attacks were repulsed. On September 
24 Blaskowitz's 8th Army assumed command of the forces besieg- 
ing the Polish capital. The rest of 10th Army pushed on to the Bug 
River, which Stalin and Hitler had established as their Demarca- 
tion Line. On October 1 Reichenau was ordered to prepare to move 
his troops back to Germany?! 

Although operational opportunities had diverted him from the 
mission of capturing Warsaw, Reichenau had performed well and 
perhaps brilliantly in the Polish campaign. He was decorated with 
the Knights' Cross and on October 1 was promoted to colonel 
general? 

In the initial plan for the invasion of France and the Low Coun- 
tries, Reichenau's 10th Army (which was soon redesignated 6th 
Army) was placed under Bock's Army Group B and given the bulk 
of the panzer formations and the primary mission of destroying 
the main French and British armies in the field. Later, when the 
Manstein Plan was adopted, most of Reichenau's panzer units 
were transferred to Army Group A. He bitterly protested the loss 
: of these formations. He was, after all, a leading tank advocate and 
had successfully led armored formations in Poland. A more ra- 
tional move on the Germans' part would have been to place the 
tanks under Reichenau, instead of the conservative cavalryman, 
Ewald von Kleist, but this was apparently not considered. Reich- 
enau's role was now secondary: overrun southern Holland and 
western Belgium and drive on Brussels, forcing the Allies to com- 
mit their mobile forces against him. Army Group A would then 
attack to the south and drive on the English Channel, cutting off 
the best Allied units in Belgium. For this operation, Reichenau was 
given IV, XI, and XXVII corps, plus Hoepner’s XVI Motorized 
Corps. Reichenau controlled two panzer and fourteen infantry 
divisions, plus one motorized division.? 

Reichenau clashed with Hitler over the Fuehrer's plan to launch 
the Western campaign in the fall of 1939, even if a delay meant 
conceding Belgium to the Allies. The winter weather would limit 
the value of Germany's two most important weapons: the panzer/ 
motorized forces and the Luftwaffe. He said so, loudly and in no 
uncertain terms.34 Reichenau was never one to be overly diplo- 
matic and was never too impressed by Hitler personally. Friction 
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had developed between the two over Hitler's alliance with Italy 
(which Reichenau considered to be worse than useless) and his 
alliance with Japan (instead of China, as Reichenau advocated). 
Reichenau also no doubt resented being passed over for the post 
of Army C-in-C. Relations between the two continued to be 
strained until Reichenau's death. 

On May 10, 1940, the Wehrmacht launched its western cam- 
paign. Reichenau faced part of the Dutch Army, the Belgian Army, 
and elements of the French 9th Army (under General Corap). The 
Belgians had twenty-four infantry divisions, fourteen of which 
were on the frontier. They planned to fight a delaying action on 
the Albert Canal from Antwerp to the Meuse, and then along the 
Meuse from Liege to Namur, until the Allies occupied the Dyle 
River line. Reichenau, however, quickly disrupted the Belgian 
forces and took the Albert Canal bridges at Briedgen, Veldwezelt, 
and Vroenhoven, while Hitler's paratroops neutralized the key 
fortress of Eben Emael. Reichenau's advance was so rapid that the 
Dutch Army could not make a stand on the Peel River, as it had 
planned. It fell back toward the center of Holland, exposing the 
Belgian left flank. Reichenau quickly poured troops into this area, 
widening the gap. As the Dutch and Belgians retreated in confu- 
sion, the Allies rushed into Belgium from the south. They commit- 
ted General Billotte's entire 1st Army Group, including the French 
7th Army (Giraud), the British Expeditionary Force (Lord Gort), 
the French 1st Army (Blanchard), and the left wing of the French 
9th Army. Hitler was overjoyed: the Manstein Plan was working 
to perfection.» 

On the second day of the campaign, Reichenau wrecked the 
Anglo-French plan to hold at the Dyle. General Prioux's French 
Cavalry Corps had rushed forward of the river with two mecha- 
nized divisions, according to plan, to delay the German advance; 
but at 1 P.M. they ran into Reichenau's two panzer divisions, which 
were driving forward rapidly and with powerful Luftwaffe sup- 
port. By 3 P.M. two of the best French divisions were in full retreat 
and General Prioux was conceding defeat, signaling General Bil- 
lotte that he had not been able to hold off the Germans long 
enough for the infantry divisions of the French 1st Army to reach 
the Dylets 

Meanwhile, elements of the French 7th Army crossed Belgium 
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and entered southern Holland. Here, on May 12, they clashed with 
Reichenau's fast-moving forces in the vicinity of Breda. They were 
unable to make contact with the Dutch Army. Later that evening 
Billotte ordered them back to the sector west of the Escaut River, 
because Reichenau was already threatening to cut them off from 
the south. In giving this order, Billotte effectively wrote off the 
Netherlands; but he really had little choice, because of the speed 
of 6th Army’s advance.7 The Dutch Army was finished off by 
Army Group B's other army, Georg von Kuechler's 18th. It capit- 
ulated on May 15. 

Reichenau had now completed his primary mission in the west- 
ern campaign. The Allies had committed the bulk of their best 
troops against 6th Army, including most of their mobile reserves, 
and his was not the main attack. The mobile units of Panzer Group 
Kleist struck second-rate French units at Sedan and Montherme 
on May 12 and three days later had achieved the decisive break- 
through. Soon Guderian was racing for the Channel against weak 
and sporadic resistance. Reichenau, however, was outnumbered 
two to one by May 15, and his progress was much slower. He 
. probably would not have gained ground at all, except for his 
superior armored tactics and the German command ofthe air, both 
of which he used to full advantage. On May 15 he smashed the 
1st Moroccan Division on the Gembloux Plain, and the French 1st 
Army prevented another German breakthrough only with the 
greatest difficulty .? 

That night General Gamelin, the French commander-in-chief, 
decided to order a general withdrawal of Allied forces in Belgium, 
but it was already too late for that. Guderian was already around 
their right flank, and Reichenau continued to hammer at their 
front, pinning them down and making a general withdrawal 
impossible. Reichenau was driving on Brussels when, much to his 
disgust, the Army High Command took XVI Motorized Corps from 
him and gave it to Army Group A. Reichenau nevertheless took 
the Belgian capital the next day, May 17, and overran the French 
frontier positions south of Maubeuge, forcing his way into the rear 
of the French 1st Army and threatening its lines of commu- 
nications.?? 

William L. Shirer, an American correspondent, interviewed 
Reichenau about this time. He wrote: 
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Reichenau, whom I had seen occasionally in Berlin before the war, 
greeted us on the porch. He was tanned and springy as ever, his 
invariable monocle squeezed over one eye. With typical German 
thoroughness and with an apparent frankness that surprised me, 
he went over the operations thus far, stopping to answer questions 
now and then. ... 

The general is in an almost jovial mood. He is not tense. He is 
not worried. He is not rushed. You wonder: "Have these German 
generals no nerves?" Because, after all, he is directing a large army 
in an important battle. A few miles down the road two million men 
are trying to slaughter one another. He bosses almost a million of 
them. The general smiles and, jauntily, says good-bye. 

“Tve just given permission for you to go to the front,” he says. 
His eyes light up. "You may be under fire. But you'll have to take 
your chances. We all do.”* 


The absence of his panzers prevented Reichenau from scoring 
a major breakthrough on May 17, 18, or 19, and allowed the British 
to stabilize their line in the vicinity of Escaut and to assemble a 
mobile reserve, which they used for their counterattack at Arras 
on May 21. Reichenau continued to hammer against the B.E.F. and 
the Belgians but managed to achieve only local successes. 

No doubt sensing that the Belgians were nearing the end of their 
powers of resistance, Reichenau struck at their extreme right flank 
on the morning of May 24 with five divisions. He broke through 
the Lys line on either side of Courtrai in fierce fighting. The Bel- 
gians quickly committed their reserves (the 9th and 10th divisions) 
and temporarily sealed off the breakthrough, but were pulverized 
by Stuka dive bombers. The Belgians abandoned the Lys and 
retreated under heavy pressure toward Ypres and Roules, 
pursued by 6th Army's 18th and 311th Infantry divisions. The 
B.E.F. also retreated and had to be reinforced with the French 2nd 
Light Mechanized Division. King Leopold of Belgium was al- 
ready openly considering surrender. 

The next morning Reichenau's troops stormed Audenarde, but 
the main attack of the day came at 5 P.M, when he struck the 
Belgians with the IX and VI corps, driving a gap between Gheluwe 
and Lys, which the Belgians were unable to close, even with their 
last reserves. Lord Gort only barely managed to plug the gap by 
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quickly throwing in the British 5th and 50th Infantry divisions, 
but the Belgians were clearly wavering. That night Fedor von Bock 
reinforced Reichenau with the X Corps, and also sent the 61st 
Infantry Division to Reichenau's IV Corps.? 

May 26 saw violent fighting between the British II Corps (5th 
and 50th Infantry divisions) and the German 18th, 311th, and 61st 
Infantry Divisions. That afternoon, with the British pinned down, 
Reichenau struck the Belgians "with extreme violence," according 
to General Michiels, the Belgian Chief of Staff. Soon a gap devel- 
oped between the British 5th Division at Ypres and the Belgian 
Army in the Zonnebeke sector. Neither the British nor the Belgians 
had any reserves left. By nightfall Reichenau had expanded the 
gap to eight miles.9 

As dawn broke on May 27, the German 14th and 19th Infantry 
divisions continued their advance through the gap in the Belgian 
line. By nightfall the Belgian Army was in danger of annihilation, 
and their king was suing for peace. At 11 P.M. that evening, he 
agreed to an unconditional capitulation. At Chateau Anvaing, at 
12:20 A.M. the following morning, General Desrousseaux surren- 
- dered the Belgian Army to Colonel General von Reichenau. It was 
perhaps the high point of Reichenau's career. The loss of the 
Belgian Army rendered the position of the French 1st Army hope- 
less. Reichenau quickly cut across its rear and linked up with 
Kluge's 4th Army north of Lille. Only the French 12th and 32nd 
Infantry divisions, plus the remnants of the French Cavalry Corps, 
managed to cross the Lys and escape. Six other divisions were 
caught in the4rap and surrendered on May 30.^ 

The surrender of the French 1st Army ended the first phase of 
the Western campaign for Reichenau. He quickly redeployed his 
men to the south, where the remnants of the French Army awaited 
the final onslaught. 

In the final operation of the campaign, Reichenau directed eight 
infantry divisions, a mountain division, and Panzer Group Kleist 
(four panzer and two motorized divisions, plus two SS motorized 
divisions and the Grossdeutschland Motorized Regiment). The 
advance began on June 5 against spirited opposition, which soon 
deteriorated and then collapsed altogether. Reichenau drove from 
Peronne, crossed the Marne and the Cher, took Orleans, and col- 
lected thousands of prisoners.* The campaign was not a true test 
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of his abilities, however, since it was essentially a mopping-up 
operation. The French had no real chance of holding out after the 
collapse of the Dunkirk Pocket. On July 19, 1940, after the French 
surrender, Reichenau was promoted to field marshal, along with 
eleven other generals. He was only fifty-five years old, a relatively 
young age for a marshal. 


LIKE MANY OF Hitler's other field marshals, Reichenau fought his last 
battles on the Eastern Front. Once again his 6th Army was primar- 
ily an infantry force. As of September 3, for example, he directed 
seventeen infantry divisions, one light, and one panzer division.? 
He performed quite creditably, breaching the Stalin Line, taking 
Kiev, Belgorod, Kharkov, and Kursk, and playing a role (though 
not the major one) in several battles of encirclement. The major 
noticeable change in Reichenau, however, was not the quality of 
his operations, which was always sound, but rather his changed 
attitude toward the Jews. 

He had never disagreed with what Hitler had stood for on what 
he considered the major issues (nationalism, rearmament, and 
military expansion, renouncing the Treaty of Versailles, smashing 
the Polish menace, and the like); rather, he questioned the 
Fuehrer's judgment on strategic matters, such as the proposal to 
attack France in winter, and on Hitler's plans to ally with Italy 
instead of his beloved Britain in 1936.4 In earlier years, Reichenau 
had displayed a friendly attitude toward the Jews, even to the 
point of attending dinners for Jewish front-line veterans of World 
War I, in uniform, to the great displeasure of the Nazi Party. Later, 
in the winter of 1939/40, he officially protested SS atrocities in 
Poland. In 1941, however, he issued an order stating: "We have to 
exact a harsh but just retribution on the Jewish subhumans. This 
serves the added purpose of stifling at birth uprisings in the rear 
of the Wehrmacht, since experience shows that these are always 
conceived by Jews."^ He also stated that the German soldier was 
the carrier of an "inexorable racial idea," which transcended all 
previously accepted codes of military honor. He endorsed the SS 
massacre of Jews at Kiev in September, and called on his men to 
cooperate with the Einsatzgruppen, the notorious SS death squads.°° 

Despite his newfound anti-Semitism, Reichenau continued to 
speak his mind on strategic issues, much to Hitler's distaste. In 
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the spring of 1941, Reichenau prepared a detailed and inde- 
pendent study on why Germany should not attack Russia, and 
sent it directly to Hitler. After Hitler rejected it, Reichenau became 
generally critical of the Fuehrer, according to Generals Roehrricht, 
Foertsch, von Vietinghoff, and Speidel.5! At the end of August or 
early September 1941, Reichenau suggested to Hitler that White 
Russian and Ukrainian divisions be formed to fight the Commu- 
nists. Hitler rejected the idea, saying: "Let Reichenau mind his 
own military problems and leave the rest to me!"5? 

Typically, Reichenau did not let the matter lie. In fact, his last 
dispatch to Hitler complained that Germany was losing the oppor- 
tunity of converting the traditionally anti-Soviet Ukrainians to the 
Nazi cause. He saw clearly, as did Goebbels and Alfred Rosenberg, 
that Hitler's racial ideas and anti-Slavic policies would lead to 
large-scale partisan warfare. Hitler, however, preferred to be 
guided by Himmler, Erich Koch (Reich Commissioner of the 
Ukraine), and Fritz Sauckel (his plenipotentiary in charge of labor 
procurement).? As a result, large-scale and costly guerrilla warfare 
did break out in the rear areas of the Eastern Front, especially after 

. 1941. 

In November 1941, Field Marshal von Brauchitsch, sick in body 
and spirit, was clearly on his way out as Commander-in-Chief of 
the Army. Once again Reichenau's name was brought up as a 
potential C-in-C. Once again he was blocked, this time by Hitler. 
That officer is "too political" for me, the dictator said, observing 
that when the cat was away the mouse would play. It was Reiche- 
nau's third and final rejection. A few days later, Hitler assumed 
the post himself. 

Meanwhile, Kleist's 1st Panzer Army took Rostov but could not 
hold it. Gerd von Rundstedt, the commander of Army Group 
South, begged Hitler to consent to a retreat to the Mius River, but 
the Fuehrer refused to allow it. In desperation, Rundstedt submit- 
ted his resignation and gave the order on his own initiative. On 
the night of November 30 Hitler relieved Rundstedt of his com- 
mand and replaced him with Reichenau, who initially agreed with 
the Fuehrer and ordered the retreat halted.” 

It took Reichenau less than twenty-four hours to change his 
mind. On his own responsibility he ordered 1st Panzer Army to 
complete the withdrawal to the Mius and informed Hitler of his 
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decision with a dispatch beginning with the words: "In anticipa- 
tion of your concurrence . . ." Hitler accepted this fait accompli.55 

On the mainland, Army Group South included the 1st Panzer, 
17th and 6th armies, as well as an Italian corps, a Hungarian corps, 
and two Slovak divisions. It faced nine Soviet armies; nevertheless 
Reichenau halted the Soviet winter offensive on the Mius. The 
Germans would stay on this line until the summer of 1942.56 

On the Crimean Peninsula to the south, Manstein's 11th Army 
was also attacked. Reichenau left the brilliant Manstein to fight 
his own battle with his own resources. When the 46th Infantry 
Division retreated without orders, however, Reichenau declared 
that it had forfeited its honor by its "precipitate withdrawal." He 
stripped it of its banners and suspended all of its promotions and 
decorations until further notice?/—a cruel verdict indeed for a unit 
that had been under attack by two Soviet armies and had fought 
well in Poland, France, the Ukraine, and in the breaching of the 
Perekop Isthmus.** Reichenau also played a discreditable part in 
the arrest and subsequent imprisonment of Count Hans von 
Sponeck, the commander of the XLII Corps.* 


ON JANUARY 12, 1942, Walter von Reichenau went on his usual cross- 
country run of several miles in temperatures well below minus 
20 degrees Fahrenheit. He looked ill later when he appeared at 
the mess for lunch. He ate a little, signed a few papers, and got 
up to leave. Before he reached the door he collapsed with a severe 
heart attack. His Medical Officer, Dr. Flade, happened to be in 
Dresden at the time. Army Group South signaled for Flade to 
return immediately. Hitler was also alarmed. He arranged for 
Reichenau's family doctor, Professor Hochrein, who was serving 
with Army Group North, to be flown by special aircraft to Reich- 
enau's HQ at Poltava. The physicians did what they could, but 
five days later the field marshal had still not regained con- 
sciousness and was near death. On January 17 they strapped him 
into an armchair aboard an airplane to fly him to Leipzig, where 
à team of surgeons stood by. En route, the airplane crash-landed 
and von Reichenau suffered severe head injuries. It is open to 


*See chapter 12 for the details of this incident. 
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question whether he died of heart failure or as a result of his head 
injuries. What is known is that Field Marshal Walter von 
Reichenau was declared dead on arrival in Leipzig on the evening 
of January 17, 1942.59 He was fifty-seven years old. 


OF ALL HITLER'S field marshals, Reichenau is the most difficult to 
evaluate, with the exception of Witzleben. As an army commander 
and as a strategist he was certainly gifted, but he only commanded 
at the highest level (army group) for six weeks, and in a secondary 
sector at that: hardly enough time for us to judge him. His personal 
characteristics are easier to evaluate: he was cold, intelligent, inde- 
pendent, ambitious, and ruthless. Had he lived, Adolf Hitler would 
have had a great deal of trouble with him, for "obey without 
question" was certainly not the cornerstone of Reichenau's per- 
sonal philosophy. Certainly one cannot imagine him leaving 6th 
Army to perish at Stalingrad just because Hitler decreed it. Mat- 
thew Cooper gave an excellent postmortem to his career when 
he wrote: "For the Army, it was a tragedy that he never fulfilled 
his erstwhile ambition to become its Commander-in-Chief, al- 
.though not recognized at the time, he, alone among the generals, 
possessed the combination of political insight, courage, drive, and 
conviction necessary to halt the progress of the later years of 
Hitler’s dictatorship.” 
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RITTER WILHELM VON LEEB 


“IF VON LEEB ever tried to smile, it would crack his face,” Field 
Marshal Siegmund Wilhelm List said of him.! Known for his aus- 
terity and forbidding personality, as well as for his high moral 
code, Wilhelm Joseph Franz von Leeb was born in Landsberg-am- 
Lech, Bavaria, on September 5, 1876, a descendent of an old Bavar- 
ian military family.? He entered the Imperial Army as a Fahnen- 
junker (officer-cadet) with the Bavarian 4th Field Artillery Regi- 
ment in 1895, ag a matter of course? This family tradition was also 
upheld by his younger brother, Emil, who was a general of artillery 
and commander of the IX Corps during the Polish campaign. Later 
Emil was chief ofthe Army Ordnance Office. Wilhelm's son, Alfred, 
was later killed in action in the Polish campaign.* 

Wilhelm von Leeb was commissioned a lieutenant in the 4th 
Field Artillery, based at Augsburg, in 18975 He attended the 
artillery and engineer schools from 1897 to 1899, and first saw 
action in 1900 at Peking, China, during the Boxer Rebellion. After 
returning to Europe, he attended the Bavarian War Academy in 
Munich and served on the Bavarian General Staff in Munich (1907- 
1909) and on the Greater General Staff in Berlin (1909-1911). 
Promoted to first lieutenant in 1905 and captain in 1911, he was 
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assigned to the Field Artillery School at Jueterbog (1911-12) and 
did a tour of troop duty as a battery commander in the Bavarian 
10th Field Artillery Regiment at Erlangen (1912-13). He was on the 
General Staff of the I Bavarian Army Corps in Munich in 1914, 
when World War I broke out.^ 

Captain Leeb served on the Western Front, primarily as Ia 
(Operation's Officer) of the Bavarian 11th Infantry Division, dur- 
ing the first two years of the war. His division was transferred to 
the east in 1916, and during operations in Galicia and Serbia Leeb 
won the Bavarian Military Order of Max Joseph for exceptional 
bravery. This decoration carried with it an honorary, nonhered- 
itary knighthood —hence he held the title “Ritter,” but could not 
pass it on to his descendents.’ 

Leeb was promoted to major in the summer of 1916 and fought 
with the 11th Infantry against the Russians in the Battle of Kovel; 
later he took part in the conquest of Rumania. In May 1917 he was 
transferred back to the Western Front, as the second General Staff 
Officer (Ib) on the staff of Crown Prince Rupert of Bavaria, and 
remained there until the end of the war.’ According to one source, 
he served briefly with the Freikorps in 1919? In any event he was 
the chief of a department in the Reichs Defense Ministry in Berlin 
in October 1919. Selected for retention in the 100,000-man Army, 
he rose rapidly in the Reichsheer, especially after 1924. On October 
1, 1920, he was promoted to lieutenant colonel. The following year 
he became chief of statf of Wehrkreis II, headquartered in Stettin, 
and in February 1922 returned to Munich as chief of staff of Wehr- 
kreis VII. He spent a year at Landsberg as commander of the II 
Mountain Artillery Battalion of the 7th Artillery Regiment (1924), 
before being promoted to colonel in February 1925. In 1926 he was 
commander of the 7th Artillery Regiment, then stationed at 
Nuremberg. Two years later Wilhelm von Leeb was named Artil- 
leriefuehrer V (Artillery Leader V) and one of the two deputy 
commanders of the 5th Infantry Division at Stuttgart. He was 
promoted to major general and named Artilleriefuehrer VII and 
deputy commander of the 7th Infantry Division in Munich in 1929. 
On December 1, 1929, while serving as commander of the 7th 
Infantry Division at Munich, Leeb was promoted to lieutenant 
general, and in 1930 became commander of Wehrkreis VII. He 
had been promoted from lieutenant colonel to lieutenant general 
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in five years. This rapid advancement might have caused jealousy 
among his peers had it been another officer; however, Leeb was 
highly respected in the tight-knit Officer Corps, and his promo- 
tions evoked little or no resentment. He was considered an author- 
ity on defensive warfare and authored a number of works on the 
topic; in fact, he had a worldwide reputation as an expert on the 
subject.!! 

Future Field Marshals Erwin Rommel and Walter Model were 
also authors, but, of the three, Leeb's work commanded the most 
respect within his profession prior to 1940. Leeb's book Defense was 
published by the German War Ministry in the Militarwissenschaf- 
tliche Rundschau (The Scientific Military Review) in 1938 and was later 
translated into English. Some of his earlier works were translated 
into Russian and incorporated into the Soviet Field Service regula- 
tions of 1936. Defense was hailed by experts in the late 1930s as 
probably "the most important piece of research in the field of 
strategy and tactics in modern warfare that has appeared in a 
decade."? 

Leeb felt that "Defense is mostly the necessary recourse of 
‘distress; the defenders are nearly always in a critical position.” 
He carried Clausewitz one step further when he wrote: 


Clausewitz depicts defense as "the stronger form,” offense as "the 
weaker one." This interpretation can best be understood, from the 
point of view of actually conducting a combat, in the following 
manner: The activities of the attacker mainly are those of movement 
and fire. Duxing his advance the attacker generally can make no use 
of his own arms. While advancing he becomes an open target for 
fire of the defender, whose activity consists of fire, not of movement. 
The defender finds a favorable terrain, digs in, hides, and protects 
himself from losses. These advantages of tactical defense are trans- 
ferred to the strategic defense. 

The aim of the defensive is to hold; that of the offensive, to win. 
It is easier to hold than to win.'* 


General Leeb felt that Germany should initially maintain a pos- 
ture of strategic defense in World War II, force the numerically 
superior enemy to attack, let the German forces bleed them white, 
and only then should Germany go over to the offensive with its 
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armor. Clearly he did not fully grasp the strategic possibilities of 
the emerging panzer branch. Unlike the French, however, Leeb 
placed little stock in the value of fixed fortifications. Instead he 
advocated the development of strong antitank and reconnais- 
sance forces, along with panzer and aviation units." 

Besides his writings on defensive warfare, Leeb also wrote The 
Chronicle of the von Leeb Family and earned the nickname "the 
Family-Tree General.”6 

In his private life, Leeb was described as "simple, direct and 
uncompromising in matters of principle." He was a practicing 
Catholic who openly went to church with his family even after the 
Nazis took power. From the beginning he was considered suspect 
by Hitler and his followers, whose politics he openly rejected." 

Unlike most of his contemporaries, Ritter von Leeb was not 
fooled for a moment by Adolf Hitler. On January 23, 1933, three 
days after he became chancellor, Hitler addressed the senior gen- 
erals after a dinner held at General von Hammerstein's apartment. 
The would-be Fuehrer declared that the Army was "the sole bearer 
of arms" for the German nation and called for the eradication of 
pacifism, Marxism, and democracy. Germany must rearm, he 
cried, and then conquer “the land to the East,” which the generals 
no doubt took to mean Poland, their traditional and hated enemy. 
Most of the Army officers were impressed by the Nazi chieftain's 
speech and policies, but not Leeb. "A businessman whose wares 
are good does not need to boost them in the loudest tones of a 
market crier,” he commented, adding that he thought Hitler was 
trying to bribe them.! 

For his part, Hitler found Ritter von Leeb "an incorrigible anti- 
Nazi." Leeb had the dubious distinction of being one of the first 
generals placed under Gestapo surveillance.!? Leeb, however, was 
an intellectual and a thinker, rather than a catalyst and a man of 
action. He did not take an active part in the anti-Hitler conspiracy 
and was not courted by the German resistance after 1941. He did 
not even know of the existence of the Stauffenberg assassination 
plot of July 20, 1944, until after it had failed. 

Being a Nazi was not a prerequisite for promotion in the German 
Army until 1942, so Leeb continued his climb up the professional 
ladder. He directed the VII Military District in southern Germany 
until 1934, when he was promoted to general of artillery and 
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received a prize appointment: he was named Commander of Army 
Group 2 at Kassel. At the time there were only two army groups 
in Germany. (Later this number was increased to six.) 

Leeb's command initially consisted of Wehrkreise V, VI, and VII, 
which directed the 5th, 6th, and 7th Infantry divisions, respec- 
tively. Leeb also controlled the 3rd Cavalry Division at Weimar. 
Army Group 2 was considerably enlarged during Hitler's military 
expansion. By October 1937 it included Wehrkreise V, VI, IX, and 
XII (headquartered at Stuttgart, Muenster, Kassel, and Wiesbaden, 
respectively). It controlled eleven infantry divisions and four fron- 
tier area commands.” 

Colonel General Walter von Brauchitsch succeeded Werner von 
Fritsch as Commander-in-Chief of the Army on February 4, 1938, 
largely because he agreed to remove a number of commanders 
whom Hitler considered hostile to National Socialism. Ritter 
Wilhelm von Leeb was at the head of this list. He was involuntarily 
retired on March 1 with the honorary ("charakterisierte") rank of 
colonel general and was replaced by General Siegmund Wilhelm 
bis? 

Leeb was recalled to active duty in August 1938, when it seemed 
certain that Hitler would settle the Sudetenland crisis by force. 
He was given command of the newly created 12th Army, which 
had the mission of supporting the attack of List's 14th Army from 
Austria into Bohemia. Hitler did not have to resort to combat in 
this case, however, because the British and French signed the 
Munich accords on September 29, forcing Czechoslovakia to sur- 
render its critical frontier zones without a fight. From October 1- 
10, Leeb's forces occupied much of southern Bohemia.? Soon after, 
Leeb returned to Bavaria and went back into retirement. 

During the Polish crisis the following year, Hitler recalled Leeb 
once again and gave him command of Army Group C. Leeb's new 
headquarters evolved from his old command (HQ, Army Group 
2) and included the 7th, 1st, and 5th armies. Seventh Army 
(General Friedrich Dollmann) was posted on the southern flank, 
along the Rhine; 1st Army (General Erwin von Witzleben) held 
the center, in the Rhineland; and 5th Army (General Curt Lieb- 
mann) defended the northern border, facing Luxembourg and the 
Low Countries. They were supported in the north by 2nd Air Fleet 
(General Hellmuth Felmy) and in the south by General Hugo 
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Sperrle's 3rd Air Fleet. Leeb's chief of staff was Major General 
Georg von Sodenstern.”4 

Leeb's forces were not as strong as they appeared on paper. Of 
the eighteen peacetime corps headquarters, all but four (V, VI, IX, 
and XII) were assigned to Poland. Leeb had only twelve of the 
fifty-one regular peacetime divisions, and none of these were 
armored. Leeb was given only ten reserve and fifteen Landwehr 
(older-age) divisions to hold the West Wall and the Belgian-Dutch 
frontiers, and several of these were under strength. With the 
equivalent of thirty-one infantry divisions, Leeb faced 106 French 
divisions. Discounting fifteen divisions on the Italian frontier, 
France had roughly ninety-one divisions, with 10,000 guns and 
2,500 tanks, available for use against Army Group C.? Leeb did 
not have a single panzer on the entire Western Front. His infantry 
units had enough ammunition for only three days of fighting. 

Elements of the French 3rd and 4th armies attacked in the Saar 
sector on September 9, and, after some skirmishing, Leeb fell back 
to his main defensive positions on the Siegfried Line. By Sep- 
tember 13 the French had advanced along a sixteen-mile front to 
a depth of five miles, taking about twenty abandoned villages. 
Here they halted, never to advance again.?® 

Considering the odds, Leeb was not too nervous about his 
position; he considered a rapid Allied reaction unlikely, although 
he did resist (successfully) an attempt to further weaken his forces. 
He was more concerned with the remote possibility of an Allied 
offensive through the Low Countries. While the bulk of the Wehr- 
macht overran Poland, Leeb busied himself mainly with calling 
up new reserve formations to bolster this sector, which he placed 
under the ad hoc Army Detachment A, under Colonel General von 
Hammerstein. By September 20 the Polish Army was in remnants, 
Leeb had already received substantial reinforcements, and the 
Dutch and Belgians were engaged in defensive flooding.?” The 
Allies had passed up the only real opportunity they would have 
to invade western Germany until 1944. 

Leeb counterattacked in the Saar sector on October 16 and by 
October 24 had regained all of the ground he had lost in Sep- 
tember, at a cost of fewer than two hundred dead.?? Following this 
“offensive,” stalemate set in on the Western Front. 

Colonel General Leeb opposed the Western campaign from the 
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beginning. He was particularly distressed over the proposed inva- 
sion of Belgium, which he opposed on moral grounds. The death 
of his son, Lieutenant Alfred von Leeb of the 99th Mountain Infan- 
try Regiment, was a contributing factor in his father's outspoken 
opposition to this invasion. Lieutenant von Leeb was killed in the 
Battle of Lvov, the day before the city fell. Wilhelm von Leeb 
considered his son's death unnecessary, as the Russians had 
already entered Poland from the east, and Hitler turned Lvov over 
to the Soviets a few days later.?9 

In October 1939, Leeb correctly branded Hitler's peace proposals 
to the West as a hoax and circulated a memorandum among his 
generals predicting that the entire world would turn against Ger- 
many if she violated Belgian neutrality for the second time in 
twenty-five years.? He wanted the Commander-in-Chief of the 
Army to defy Hitler on this issue, but he realized that no one man 
could convince the weak-willed von Brauchitsch to stand up to the 
Fuehrer. Therefore, on November 9, he met with Colonel Generals 
Gerd von Rundstedt and Fedor von Bock at Koblenz. He proposed 
that all three of them resign if Hitler continued to push for an 
offensive in the West. Faced with a united front of his army group 
commanders, Leeb felt Hitler might be compelled to change his 
plans. Rundstedt and Bock, however, were anything but pleased 
by Leeb's proposal. Author Telford Taylor speculates that Leeb's 
memo had little influence on his fellow officers because many of 
them regarded him as "overcautious and behind the times, espe- 
cially in his evaluation of tanks and airplanes in modern warfare.'?! 
Leeb returned to his headquarters in disgust and even talked to 
General SodenStern about unilaterally resigning his command.? 

Army Group C, which now consisted of only the 1st and 7th 
armies, played a minor role in the western invasion, which began 
on May 10, 1940. Leeb had only seventeen divisions (all infantry), 
but his feints against the Maginot Line were so successful that the 
French did not begin withdrawing divisions from his sector until 
after the German mobile forces had scored their decisive break- 
through to the north. By this time the Luftwaffe had cut the French 
rail lines, making a rapid troop transfer impossible.* 

After Dunkirk, with the French Army in remnants and the 
panzers plowing into the rear of the Maginot Line, Panzer Group 
Guderian was placed under Leeb’s control. With these reinforce- 
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ments, he encircled the French Army Group 2 (2nd, 3rd, 5th, and 
8th armies) in the Epinal-Moselle sector on June 18. French Gen- 
eral Daille led his XLV Corps into Switzerland —and internment— 
on June 20,34 but the bulk of General Pretelat's army group sur- 
rendered to Leeb shortly thereafter. His total haul amounted to 
approximately 250,000 prisoners. 

Along with eleven other Army generals, Ritter von Leeb 
received his field marshal's baton at the Reichstag on July 19, 1940. 
He remained in southern France on occupation duty until October 
25, when Army Group C was transferred to Dresden to begin 
preparation for the invasion of Russia. Characteristically, Leeb 
protested against this new adventure. He foresaw the possible 
consequences, including the entry of the United States into the 
war. Hitler and Field Marshal von Brauchitsch ignored his 
protests.* 


FOR THE INVASION of Russia, Army Group C was redesignated Army 
Group North and given the 18th Army (Colonel General Georg 
von Kuechler), 16th Army (Colonel General Ernst Busch), and 4th 
Panzer Group (General Erich Hoepner). Leeb was charged with 
attacking from central East Prussia through Kovno and Dvinsk 
toward the area south of Pskov, with the objective of cutting off 
the main Soviet forces in the Baltic States and destroying them 
before they could escape to the interior. Army Group North was 
then to clear the Baltic States, assemble in the vicinity of Lake 
Ilmen, and advance on Leningrad?9 Colonel General Alfred 
Koller’s 1st Air Fleet was to support the advance. 

Leeb’s problems in this campaign were mammoth. First of all, 
the terrain in the Baltic States was difficult: flat, thickly forested, 
and sandy, with much marshland and many swamps, lakes, and 
streams. The roads were dirt: poor, narrow, and badly maintained, 
totally unsuitable for rapid motorized advances. The main barrier, 
the Dvina River, running through Vitebsk and Riga, was more than 
two hundred miles beyond the Prussian border. Second, Leeb had 
been assigned no priority of objectives. Was he to clear the Baltic 
States before seizing Leningrad, or vice versa? This vital question 
was still unanswered when the campaign began. Finally, Leeb had 
insufficient forces to carry out his task of cutting off the Soviets 
in the Baltic States. Army Group North had twenty-six divisions, 
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of which three were panzer and three were motorized. It was much 
smaller than either of the other two German army groups. It 
initially faced General Fedor I. Kuznetsov's North-West Front (8th 
and 11th Armies), which had some thirty divisions, including two 
mechanized corps (four armored and two motorized divisions), as 
well as a few independent armored brigades. To the Soviet rear 
lay General M. M. Popov's Leningrad Military District (later North 
Front), which had the 23rd, 7th, and 10th armies, and the 10th 
Mechanized Corps—another twenty divisions." 

Besides his other difficulties, Leeb himself was neither trained 
nor suited for directing large panzer formations, which he handled 
here for the first time in his long career. His tank commander, 
Hoepner, was a very capable armor leader, but was independent- 
minded and difficult to direct. Friction soon developed between 
him and Leeb, whom Hoepner considered too slow. Leeb, on the 
other hand, became nervous when the panzer generals' tactics 
placed them dozens of miles in front of the infantry, with nothing 
left behind to cover their rear. 

Leeb attacked at 3:05 AM. on June 22, 1941, with Kuechler on the 
left, Hoepner in the center, and Busch on the right. He achieved 
complete surprise all along the frontier and soon smashed the bulk 
of the advance forces of the Soviet 8th and 11th armies. By the 
morning of June 23, the vanguard of the 18th Army (Lieutenant 
General Kurt Herzog's 291st Infantry Division) had already 
advanced more than forty miles, through Lithuania and into Lat- 
via. Meanwhile, Hoepner split the two corps of his panzer group. 
He sent Manstein's LVI Panzer Corps through forested country 
toward the Dwinsk River bridge at Daugavpil—220 miles behind 
the front lines— while General Georg-Hans Reinhardt's XLI Pan- 
zer Corps dealt with the Soviet III and XII Tank corps.? 

On June 23 the first crisis occurred, when Reinhardt engaged 
three Russian tank divisions (about three hundred tanks) near 
Rossizny. The Russian tanks were mainly KV-1s and KV-2s— 
superheavy models of forty-three and fifty-two tons respectively. 
They were superior to any of the panzers and more than a match 
for the German antitank guns, whose shells simply bounced off— 
a very unpleasant surprise for both Leeb and the gunners. Fortu- 
nately for Reinhardt, the Soviets simply attacked frontally, with- 
out skill. Reinhardt halted their advance with his artillery, then 
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counterattacked with the 1st Panzer, 6th Panzer, 36th Motorized, 
and 269th Infantry divisions, forcing the III Tank Corps back 
against a bog. When the battle ended the next day, more than one 
hundred eight Soviet tanks and one hundred pieces of artillery 
had been destroved or captured. By June 28, Leeb's forces had de- 
stroved or captured four hundred tanks and armored vehicles, two 
hundred guns, several hundred aircraft, and several warships 
along the Baltic coast, but had taken only six thousand prisoners. 
The Communists were in full retreat, but had not been destroyed.?? 

Meanwhile, elements of the Brandenburger Division took the 
bridge at Daugavpils, and soon Manstein had the 8th Panzer and 
3rd Motorized divisions across the river. He was quickly counter- 
attacked by the Soviet XXI Mechanized Corps (up from the Lenin- 
grad Militarv District), which he defeated. Manstein wanted to 
continue the advance, but Hitler ordered him to halt because he 
was sixty miles in front of the nearest elements of the 16th Army 
and the onlv German unit across the Dvinsk. The conservative 
Leeb did not object and seemed perfectly satisfied with this timid 
order. Manstein remained stationery for almost a week, giving the 
Soviets time to organize their resistance in the Stalin Line, on the 
old Russo-Estonian frontier. At the same time, Soviet resistance 
on the German lett stittened at Liepaja, which finally fell to the 
ISth Army on June 29 after five days of bitter fighting. 

On July 1, Leeb met with Hoepner and proposed that 16th Army 
ton the southern flank of the army group) wheel north and seal 
otf the Baltic States, whiie 4th Panzer Group protected its eastern 
flank from Soviet counterattacks. Hoepner objected: he wanted 
his tanks to advance between Lakes Peipus and Ilmen, on the 
direct route to Leningrad. Hoepner was surprised that Leeb was 
so indecisive as to whether the objective was Leningrad or Baltic 
States; but clearly the army group commander was leaning toward 
the more conventional, conservative solution of securing his left 
flank before proceeding. In doing so he was losing valuable time, 
tor it was vital that Stalin be defeated decisively before the Russian 
winter came to his rescue. 

Due to Hoepner's objections, Leeb proposed a compromise: 
Manstein was to drive on Novorzhev (in the direction of Lake 
Umen) with 16th Army, while Reinhardt advanced on Ostrov, in 
the direction of Leningrad. Hoepner was dissatisfied with this 
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broad front approach and argued for the bolder, quick-thrust 
advance; but he was overruled.* 

Reinhardt's XLI Panzer Corps, spearheaded by the 1st Panzer 
Division, took Ostrov against weak opposition on July 4. General 
Sobennikov, who had replaced Kuznetsov as commander of the 
North-West Front, desperately tried to build a new front south 
of Lake Peipus, using the 1st Mechanized Corps and two reserve 
rifle corps. Reinhardt, with the 1st Panzer, 6th Panzer, and 36th 
Motorized divisions, pressed on and took Pskov on the southern 
shore of Lake Peipus despite heavy Soviet armored counterat- 
tacks, thus securing a jump-off position for the drive on Leningrad. 
Meanwhile Manstein, advancing in accordance with Leeb's 
orders, ran headlong into the 21st Mechanized Corps in the 
Novorzhev sector. Here the dirt roads ran through swamps and 
thick forests and were jammed with abandoned Russian tanks, 
vehicles, and guns. Manstein was halted for the first time in the 
campaign. Hoepner was forced to withdraw the LVI Panzer Corps 
and send it after Reinhardt. Hoepner wanted to send both panzer 
corps north-northeast, directly toward Leningrad, but Leeb again 
insisted that it be sent eastward, toward Novgorod and Lake 
Ilmen, despite the forested and swampy terrain.?? 

On July 7 the campaign-by-compromise continued, when Leeb 
and Hoepner met with Army C-in-C Brauchitsch at Leeb's head- 
quarters. Brauchitsch approved Hoepner's plan for an advance on 
Leningrad. Reinhardt's XLI Panzer Corps would advance along 
the Pskov-Luga-Leningrad road, while Manstein's LVI Panzer 
drove on to Novgorod and then to Leningrad. These were the only 
two routes to keningrad, which meant that the element of surprise 
would be lacking and the two panzer corps would be separated 
by more than one hundred miles of forests and swampland, well 
in front of the infantry of the 18th and 16th armies to the north 
and south, respectively.” 

The advance began on July 10, but Reinhardt faced stiff resis- 
tance and very difficult terrain. He had gained only a few miles 
when he was halted on July 12. Two days later Manstein was 
attacked by the reinforced Soviet 11th Army and at one point was 
completely cut off from the rest of Army Group North. Hoepner, 
meanwhile, made a bold move: he sent Manstein's entire corps 
to the north, to turn the flank of the Russian units barring Rein- 
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hardt's progress. The maneuver worked, and by July 17 the Luga 
obstacle had been overcome and the panzer spearhead was only 
eighty miles from Leningrad. But Hitler and the High Command 
had been frightened. They ordered Hoepner to halt Manstein's 
corps until the foot soldiers of the 16th Army could come up and 
secure his right flank. This order entailed a delay of three weeks. 
Leeb appealed to OKW to rescind the order, but without success. 
He considered giving Reinhardt permission to proceed alone, but 
did not. The delay once again gave the Russians time to rally their 
forces and prepare their defenses.*4 

To date, Leeb had made impressive but not spectacular pro- 
gress. His spearheads had gained 430 miles and were within 80 
miles of Leningrad. He had cleared most of the Baltic States region, 
but both the Russian 8th and 11th armies had escaped encircle- 
ment; he had not linked up with the Finns; and he was at the end 
of a 400+-mile supply line that was subject to attack by Russian 
stragglers, partisans, and bypassed units. Also, as one moves east, 
European Russia opens up to the north. Leeb's frontage increased 
with every step his soldiers advanced. In addition, Hitler finally 
decided that 18th Army was to finish the conquest of the Baltic 
states, complete with ports and islands, before Leeb attempted to 
take Leningrad. Finally, the Fuehrer required Busch to cover the 
left flank of Army Group Center, to the extent that sixty percent 
of 16th Army's infantry was employed in this task. General 
Albrecht Schubert's entire XXIII Corps was actually transferred 
to Army Group Center. As a result, both flanks of the infantry- 
poor 4th Panzer Group were exposed to probing attacks by the 
Soviet 27th Army and elements of the 11th Army, while yet an- 
other new Soviet Army —the 22nd— was committed to the front, 
this one against Busch. Leeb's rate of advance, which had averaged 
seventeen miles a day prior to July 10, slowed to barely one mile 
a day in August.*5 

Leeb must personally bear a large share of the responsibility for 
this dismal lack of progress because of his poor handling of his 
panzer formations. For example, on August 5 he committed the 
entire 8th Panzer Division to the task of clearing his lines of 
communication—a terrible waste of valuable armor—to a mission 
for which it was absolutely unsuited. The 8th Panzer was engaged 
in this futile duty for more than a month.“ 
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Meanwhile, Hoepner's reduced 4th Panzer Group resumed its 
advance on Leningrad on August 8, with Reinhardt on the left and 
Manstein on the right. The terrain was swampy and forested, 
utterly unsuited for armor, and Soviet resistance was both well 
prepared and stiff. Reinhardt's divisions, the 1st Panzer, 6th 
Panzer, and 36th Motorized, suffered such heavy casualties that 
Hoepner considered abandoning the offensive. Then, on August 
14, Hoepner broke out and made it beyond the swamps; Leeb, 
however, had to take away half of his panzer group almost imme- 
diately, for a major crisis had developed to the south. 

On August 1, General Christian Hansen's X Corps, on the left 
flank of the 16th Army, had begun an advance on Staraya Russa, 
an important transportation center south of Lake Ilmen, in order 
to cover the deep right flank of Army Group North for the final 
advance on Leningrad. The Soviets realized the importance of 
Staraya Russa and were fully prepared for Hansen's attack. The 
X Corps met the Soviet 11th Army, which was protected by deep 
minefields (including undetectable, wood-encased mines), dug-in 
tanks, bunkers, and extensive field fortifications. It took the 126th, 
30th and 290th Infantry Divisions a week of heavy fighting to 
penetrate the nine miles to Staraya Russa, where they were 
engaged in bitter house-to-house fighting.“ 

On August 12 Soviet Marshal Voroshilov, the latest commander 
of the North-West Front, threw his newly activated 34th Army 
(eight infantry divisions, a tank corps, and a cavalry corps) into 
an attack on Staraya Russa, with the objective of pinning X Corps 
against the southern shore of Lake IImen and destroying it. Leeb 
had to transfer LVI Panzer Corps from 4th Panzer Group to the 
16th Army on August 15 to save Hansen. On August 19, after a 
forced march of over a hundred miles, Manstein hurled his two 
divisions (the 3rd Motorized and the 3rd SS Motorized Division 
"Totenkopf") into the rear of the Soviet 34th Army, trapping it 
between himself and the X Corps. By August 23 the Soviet army 
had been destroyed, and 246 guns had been captured. Manstein, 
however, could not return to the north, because Voroshilov threw 
three more armies into the attack in the land neck between Lakes 
Peipus and Ilmen, pinning down both 16th Army and LVI Panzer 
Corps? 

On August 15, the same day he lost Manstein, Hoepner asked 
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Leeb to immediately switch Kuechler's 18th Army from Estonia 
to the left flank of 4th Panzer Group, in order to secure his northern 
flank for a push on Leningrad. After a heated argument, Leeb 
overruled Hoepner and ordered Kuechler to destroy the Soviet 
8th Army on the Baltic, clear the coast, and then capture the Rus- 
sian fortifications along the southern shore of the Gulf of Finland — 
all before coming to Hoepner's aid. This was a serious mistake, 
forit tied down the available German infantry on secondary opera- 
tions while the Soviets prepared for a decisive Battle of Leningrad. 
Even though it was now reinforced with General von Richthofen's 
VIII Air Corps, it would take 18th Army three weeks to complete 
these missions. Hoepner's panzer group, which now consisted of 
only one corps, had no choice but to pass up its breakthrough 
opportunity and go over to the defensive.” 

Lieutenant General Walter Chales de Beaulieu, the chief of staff 
of 4th Panzer Group, later charged that Leeb made his dispositions 
in this manner so that General von Kuechler—his personal 
friend —could play a prominent role in the capture of Leningrad, 
and historian Paul Carell agrees. This author, however, doubts 
these conclusions. More probably, in my opinion, Leeb was guilty 
of overcaution and wanted to remove a possible threat to his left 
flank before proceeding. This explanation would be in keeping 
with Leeb's previously established broad-front policy (as opposed 
to the "panzer thrust" ideas of Hoepner) and is consistent with 
his demonstrably conservative methods of employing armor. In 
any event, by September 4 Estonia was finally cleared, and the 
whole southern coast of the Gulf of Finland was in German 
hands— except for the Oranienbaum bridgehead, where the 
Soviet 8th Army was besieged by the German XXVI Corps. On 
September 7, Leeb was at last ready to begin the final push to 
Leningrad. Meanwhile, Stalin had rushed his newly formed 52nd, 
54th, and 55th armies to the threatened sector! In addition, 
Marshal Voroshilov, Political Commissar Zhdanov, and General 
Zakhvarov, the commandant of the city, had formed twenty Red 
Militia divisions from Leningrad's 300,000 factory workers. Two 
major rings of fortifications had been constructed around the city, 
mostly by Leningrad's women and children. The inner ring 
focused on the Duderhof Hills, the key point in the defensive line.?? 

When Leeb's offensive finally began on September 8, Leningrad 
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was already within range of the German 240mm guns." This city, 
formerly St. Petersburg, the capital of the czars, had a population 
of 3,000,000 in 1941 and was the second city of Russia. It contained 
major munition plants, tank factories, textile mills, shipyards, and 
was the home port of the Soviet Baltic Fleet. It was of major, 
perhaps decisive, importance to the Soviet war effort. 

In the first week of September 1941, Leeb had received the loan 
of General Hoth's 3rd Panzer Group (LVII Panzer and XXXIX 
Panzer corps) from Army Group Center, which he used to defeat 
the Soviet 2nd, 34th, and 27th armies between Staraya Russa and 
Kholm. This victory enabled him to anchor his right flank and 
bring up both the XXVIII and XXXIX Panzer corps under HQ, 16th 
Army, for the decisive attack.’ 

The fighting was bitter. Leeb's main thrust was from the center 
of his line, where XLI Panzer Corps, spearheaded by the 36th 
Motorized Division and supported by the 1st Panzer and 6th 
Panzer divisions, attacked into the Duderhof Hills. The main 
advance was covered on the right by L Corps (4th SS Motorized 
and 269th Infantry Divisions) of 4th Panzer Group, and on the left 
by XXXVIII Corps (1st, 58th, and 291st Infantry divisions) of 18th 
Army. On the German right wing, XXVIII Corps of the 16th Army 
(121st, 96th, and 122nd Infantry divisions) advanced, while on the 
extreme eastern flank General Rudolf Schmidt's XXXIX Panzer 
Corps, spearheaded by the reinforced 20th Motorized Division, 
struck towards Schluesselburg on the southern edge of Lake Lad- 
oga, with the objective of sealing off the city. Map 9 shows Leeb's 
attacks on the city. 

For the first three days Reinhardt's progress could be measured 
by the yard, despite excellent tactical close air support from the 
Stukas of the VIII Air Corps. Casualties were very heavy on both 
sides; but at last, at 11:30 AM. on September 11, Hill 167—the 
famous "General's Hill" of the czars—fell. Second Lieutenant 
Darius of the 6th Panzer Division signaled: "I can see St. Peters- 
burg and the sea." Meanwhile, the 291st Infantry Division knocked 
out more than one hundred fifty concrete pillboxes in a single day, 
while the 58th Infantry Division captured a Leningrad tram car 
in the suburb of Uritsk, only six miles from the center of the city. 
Schleusselburg also fell, captured by Colonel Harry Hoppe's 424th 
Infantry Regiment, 126th Infantry Division. Its fall blocked the 
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MAP 9 


THE BATTLE OF LENINGRAD 
September 8-17, 1941 
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THE BATTLE OF LENINGRAD, September 1941. Well supported by 
the Luftwaffe, Field Marshal Ritter Wilhelm von Leeb's Army Group 
North drove to the outskirts of Leningrad and penetrated the main 
defenses of the city, only to be halted by the orders of Adolf Hitler. 
The Fuehrer had decided to starve it into submission. This fatal 
decision resulted in an epic siege, which was not broken until 
January 1944. Leningrad never fell. 
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Neva, the waterway between the Baltic and Lake Ladoga, thus 
closing the system of canals linking Leningrad with the White Sea 
and Arctic Ocean, sealing off the city to the east. By now the 
forward tank crews could see the golden spires of the Admiralty 
building.” Leningrad seemed doomed— when it was saved at the 
last moment by, of all people, Adolf Hitler. 

On September 12, the Fuehrer ordered Leeb not to take the city, 
but merely to seal it off and starve it into submission. Army Group 
North was ordered to give up XLI Panzer Corps, LVII Panzer 
Corps, and VIII Air Corps, as well as Headquarters, 4th Panzer 
Group—a total of five panzer and two motorized divisions, and 
the bulk of its air support. In return, Leeb was promised a German 
infantry division then in France, as well as the 250th (Spanish) 
“Blue” Infantry Division, and two parachute regiments.°” 

Leeb immediately protested Hitler’s strategically ridiculous 
decision to forego taking Leningrad, but to no avail. When Leeb 
objected to the loss of the 4th Panzer Group and VIII Air Corps, 
Hitler responded that these forces would aid in the success of 
Army Group Center at Moscow, which would make Leeb's task 
that much easier. ? 

The decision to besiege Leningrad was one of the greatest tacti- 
cal blunders of the war. Thirty Soviet divisions were trapped in 
the city, but not destroyed. As winter descended on northern Rus- 
sia, the rivers and lakes froze, allowing the Soviets to build a "Road 
of Life" across the ice of Lake Ladoga. They even constructed a 
railroad over it, connecting the city with Murmansk,” the focal 
point of American military aid shipments. Eighteenth Army was 
tied down outside Leningrad until January 1944, when its veteran 
units were desperately needed elsewhere. As of January 1, 1943, 
twenty-two full divisions and elements of two more were involved 
in the siege. In the end, the siege was broken after twenty-eight 
months. Leningrad was never taken. 


FIELD MARSHAL VON Leeb was frustrated by Hitler's amateur gener- 
alship, but there was very little he could do about it. He limited 
himself to local attacks over the next three weeks, and on Sep- 
tember 27 managed to take the industrial suburb of Pulkovo, 
which housed an important tank factory. Meanwhile, desperate 
Soviet counterattacks failed to retake Schluesselburg.°! 
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Winter comes early to northern Russia, and Leeb wanted to 
make use of the few remaining days of good weather to strengthen 
his grip on the Lake Ladoga sector. Hitler, however, ordered him 
to seize the bauxite-producing area of Tikhvin and then to strike 
northward, linking up with the Finns on the Svir River, on the 
eastern shore of ‘Lake Ladoga. To do this, Leeb's men would have 
to cover two hundred fifty miles—in winter.‘ 

On October 15 Leeb's assault force, the XXXIX Panzer Corps, 
moved out from the Volkhov bridgehead and advanced on Tikh- 
vin. General Rudolf Schmidt's command included the 12th Panzer, 
8th Panzer, 18th Motorized, and 20th Motorized divisions. In early 
November Schmidt was named acting commander of 2nd Army, 
Army Group Center. He was replaced by General Juergen von 
Arnim, who took Tikhvin on November 8. The Soviet 4th Army 
was wrecked and the rear of the 7th Independent Army (facing the 
Finns) was threatened. Stalin responded by counterattacking with 
his Siberian reserves. The mobile German troops bled the Eastern 
divisions white, but were themselves threatened with annihila- 
tion. On November 15 von Arnim was finally forced to retreat. By 
November 25, XXXIX Panzer and its supporting I Corps held a 230- 
mile salient to Tikhvin and were under attack by the Soviet 4th 
and 54th armies, as well as elements of the 7th and 52nd armies.9 

From the middle of November, Leeb was very nervous over the 
situation in the Tikhvin salient, but he hoped Field Marshal Bock's 
Moscow offensive would take some of the pressure off his own 
army group, as Hitler had assured him it would. It did not, for 
Stalin was attacking wherever he thought he detected a weakness. 
On December 8, with Army Group Center at last checked, Leeb 
finally convinced Hitler to allow him to retreat. On December 22, 
1941, in temperatures of minus 61 degrees Fahrenheit, XXXIX 
Panzer Corps at last limped back through the ice and snow into 
Volkhov. It had been badly hurt. The 18th Motorized Division 
alone lost 9,000 men in the Tikhvin operation and was reduced 
to a strength of 741—the size of a peacetime battalion. 

By now, Ritter von Leeb was wondering aloud if Hitler was 
secretly allied with Stalin against the German Army.® Word of his 
comments no doubt reached Hitler, who had never been fond of 
the anti-Nazi marshal. Leeb had also annoyed the Nazis by pro- 
testing the massacre of Soviet Jews by the SS and Lithuanian 
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“irregulars.” Colonel Rudolf Schmundt had relayed an order from 
the Fuehrer, telling Leeb not to interfere in these "political ques- 
tions." Leeb further aggravated Hitler on November 15 by 
requesting, through his chief of staff, Lieutenant General Kurt 
Brennecke, to go into winter quarters. On December 14 he sought 
authorization to pull back behind the Volkhov River. Hitler 
refused to allow it, as it would weaken his grip on Leningrad. 
Hitler continued to respect Leeb's technical competence, how- 
ever, and there is no evidence that he planned to sack Leeb, as 
he had done with Bock and Rundstedt, the other army group 
commanders in Russia. It is indeed ironic that Leeb, the most 
religious and anti-Nazi of the original army group commanders, 
should retain command longer than his two peers during the 
winter crisis of 1941/42. In the end it was Leeb's own growing 
frustration, rather than a Fuehrer order, that led to his dismissal. 

Another massive Soviet offensive began on January 7, 1942. 
Army Group North was under attack by eleven Soviet armies. 
Leeb met it with thirty-one exhausted divisions. By January 13, 
the Soviet 2nd Strike Army had broken through 16th Army on 
a twenty-mile front between Novgorod and Chudovo and had 
crossed the Volkhov. By now the army group was suffering thou- 
sands of casualties due to frostbite, including hundreds of double 
amputations. Wounded men were freezing to death by the score 
due to a shortage of blankets. Leeb had already committed his last 
reserves and had resorted to sending service personnel into com- 
bat as ad hoc formations, where they suffered appalling casualties. 
Nevertheless the Soviets continued to gain ground. Head- 
quarters, 281st Security Division (Lieutenant General Theodor 
Scherer), was surrounded at Kholm with 5,500 men, and II Corps 
(General Count Walter von Brockdorff-Ahlefeldt) was threatened 
with encirclement at Demyansk. On January 12 Leeb asked per- 
mission to pull II Corps back and proposed a general retreat to 
the Lovat River, in order to restore his line. Hitler refused to 
abandon Demyansk, because he believed that such salients tied 
down more Russian than German troops. Leeb did not accept this 
reasoning. As a result of Hitler's interference in tactical detail, II 
Corps, with 100,000 men, was soon surrounded. By January 16 
Leeb had had enough, and asked to be relieved of his command. 
He was replaced the next day by Colonel General von Kuechler.9 
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Leeb retired to Bavaria and was never reemployed. In the 
autumn of 1944, with the Western Front on the verge of collapse, 
Field Marshal von Rundstedt asked that this defensive expert be 
taken out of retirement and given a command in the West, but 
Hitler rejected his request.” 

Field Marshal von Leeb was arrested by the Western Allies at 
the end of the war. In October 1948, at the age of seventy-two, 
he was sentenced to three years imprisonment as a minor war 
criminal," a sentence that seems to be severe in view of his record. 

Following his release from prison, Ritter von Leeb retired quietly 
to the town of Hohenschwangau in his native Bavaria, where he 
died on April 29, 1956.72 He was seventy-nine years old. 


THERE CAN BE no doubt that Wilhelm von Leeb's talents were mis- 
used during the Second World War. A recognized authority on 
defensive warfare, he was called upon to direct major panzer 
forces in 1941, an assignment for which he was unqualified and 
that he mishandled; nevertheless, in justice to Leeb, it must be 
pointed out that he would have captured Leningrad in September 
1941 had he been left to his own devices. Ironically, during the 
great defensive battles in Russia, Italy, and France during the last 
half of the conflict, one of the Third Reich's most respected and 
able defensive commanders sat out the war in professional seclu- 
sion. Field Marshal Leeb emerges from history as a decent human 
being with a rather mediocre record as a military commander. He 
deserved a better fate. 


FEDOR VON BOCK 


LIKE WALTER VON Reichenau and Ewald von Kleist, Fedor von Bock 
was the son of a distinguished Prussian general. He was born in 
Kuestrin in the province of Brandenburg on December 3, 1880, and, 
even as a child, yearned for a career in the Army. He spent much 
of his youth in the cadet schools of Gross Lichterfelde and Pots- 
dam and entered the Army in 1898 as a second lieutenant in the 
5th Prussian Foot Guards Regiment.! 

Even as a young man, von Bock was noted for his serious, 
purposeful, and aristocratic bearing. Tall and thin, he was a humor- 
less, ambitious, arrogant, opinionated, and energetic zealot. It was 
these qualities, plus his undeniable physical courage, that pro- 
pelled him to the top rank in the Army, rather than any mark of 
genius. Like many who did not rise so high, Bock was capable but 
not brilliant. It was his drive and ambition that earned him his 
nickname with the Army: "The Holy Fire of Kuestrin." 

Bock became a member of the General Staff in 1910 and was 
promoted to captain in 1912. Although he burned for action, he 
was forced to spend the first two years of World War I on the 
General Staff of Crown Prince Rupert of Bavaria. At last, in 1917, 
he obtained command of a battalion in the 4th Prussian Foot 
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Guards Regiment, which he led with fanatical courage on the 
Somme and at Cambrai. He was decorated with the Pour le Merite,? 
a medal roughly equivalent to the Congressional Medal of Honor 
when awarded to one of such junior rank. He was promoted to 
major in 1918.3 

After the war, Fedor von Bock became an associate of General 
von Seeckt, the Commander-in-Chief of the Reichsheer. During 
this period Poland became aggressive, invading the Ukraine and 
making incursions into Upper Silesia and Prussia. The 100,000- 
man Army allowed Germany under the terms of the Treaty of Ver- 
sailles was too small to guard her frontiers and provide for internal 
security during this period of civil unrest, so the "Black Reichs- 
wehr,” a secret organization of illicit military units, was formed. 
Major von Bock, now chief of staff of Wehrkreis III in Berlin, was 
deeply involved in the recruiting and arming of these illegal forma- 
tions. These troops operated under the cover name of the Arbeits- 
Kommandos (A.K.). They were, officially, volunteer civilian laborers 
employed on short-term government contracts, but they wore 
Army uniforms, lived in Army barracks, ate Army food, and were 
given Army training. By 1923, 20,000 of these men were billeted 
in the Wehrkreis III fortress of Kuestrin alone. Their commander 
was Major Buchrucker, formerly a member of the General Staff. 

The right-wing officers revived the Femegerichte, or Secret Court 
of the Middle Ages, to deal with people who informed to the Allied 
Control Commission or to the Reich Disarmament Authority 
about the activities of the Black Reichswehr. Several murders were 
committed by the Secret Court, and the left-wing press freely 
charged that Major Bock was involved in them. There seems little 
doubt that their reports were correct, although von Bock would 
not have considered them murders. To him, the Black Reichswehr 
was acting in the interests of the state; to act against that organiza- 
tion was to act against the state, and was therefore an act of 
treason. The punishment for treason was death. 

Later, on the witness stand, recently promoted Lieutenant 
Colonel Fedor von Bock, as well as Kurt von Schleicher and Baron 
Kurt von Hammerstein, denied any knowledge of the Black 
Reichswehr. They were lying, of course, but to Bock a lie in the 
defense of the nation was an act of patriotism. His guilt was never 
proven, and his exact role in the Black Reichswehr has never 
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emerged from the shadows of history because, sensibly enough, 
the Black Reichswehr never recorded its activities on paper. 

The Black Reichswehr's end began on September 27, 1923, when, 
against the advice of von Bock, Major Buchrucker mobilized the 
A.K. for a revolt against the democratic Weimar government. Gen- 
eral Seeckt, aided by Bock, quickly suppressed it in a two-day siege 
at Kuestrin. Seeckt then dissolved the Black Reichswehr in early 
October 1923.4 


IN 1924, BOCK became commander of II Battalion, 4th Infantry Regi- 
ment, at Kolberg. After this troop duty was completed (probably 
in 1925), he was promoted to full colonel and assigned to the staff 
of the Defense Ministry. He was promoted to major general in late 
1928 and given command of the 1st Cavalry Division at Frankfurt- 
am-Oder. He was only forty-eight years old. 

Bock's rise continued throughout the 1930s. In 1930 he was 
given command of the 1st Infantry Division in East Prussia. Pro- 
moted to lieutenant general in 1931, he assumed command of 
Wehrkreis II at Stettin, a post he held until 1935. Advanced to gen- 
eral of infantry that year, he commanded Army Group 3 at Dres- 
den from 1935 to 1938, during Hitler's military expansion. In 
October 1935 this force included Wehrkreise IV, VII, and X, a total 
of eight infantry divisions and three frontier commands. By 
October 1937 Wehrkreise XI and XIII had been added, increasing 
Bock's strength by three infantry divisions, with more on the 
drawing boards or in the early stages of formation.5 

Bock was a non-Nazi (as opposed to an anti-Nazi), but he 
wholeheartedlysupported Hitler's military policies. The Fuehrer's 
domestic and foreign policies did not concern him, nor did Hitler's 
retirement of numerous senior generals in 1938 seem to interest 
von Bock, except insofar as it concerned his personal advance- 
ment. After commanding the German forces in the occupation of 
Austria (during which his army group was temporarily designated 
8th Army), Bock replaced Gerd von Rundstedt as Commander of 
Army Group 1 in Berlin. He was promoted to colonel general on 
March 1, 1938.6 

Of Fedor von Bock, Taylor wrote: "His mind was closed to 
everything but the most immediate consequences of 'soldiering 
for the King.’ . . . Frederican Prussianism was deeply ingrained in 
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his character; he was a violent nationalist, a stern disciplinarian, 
and intent only upon strengthening the Army and advancing his 
own military career, in which he was distinguished by industry 
and determination more than brilliance." Arrogant and cold- 
blooded, Bock's humorless, vain, inflexible, and irritating personal- 
ity earned him many enemies, both in the Army and in the Party. 
He had nothing but contempt for all civilians and did not get along 
well with his subordinates, especially Heinz Guderian, the brilliant 
panzer leader whom he commanded in Austria and later in Poland 
and Russia. Bock also disliked General von Brauchitsch, who was 
junior to him in seniority but who nevertheless was promoted 
over Bock when he was named Commander-in-Chief of the Army 
on February 4, 1938.5 Hitler, however, appreciated the tall Prussian 
from Kuestrin, in whom he found a willing tool. 


FOR THE INVASION of Poland, Bock's headquarters was redesignated 
Army Group North. It consisted of General Guenther von Kluge's 
4th Army in Pomerania and General Georg von Kuechler's 3rd 
Army in East Prussia. They were separated by the Polish Corridor, 
which was held by Major General W. Bortnowski's Pomorze Army 
(five infantry divisions and one cavalry brigade, plus four naval 
battalions and miscellaneous coastal defense troops). Kluge would 
control five infantry divisions, plus two motorized divisions and 
the 3rd Panzer Division under Guderian's XIX Corps. Kuechler 
would have seven infantry divisions, two ad hoc infantry brigades, 
the 1st Cavalry Brigade, and Panzer Division Kempf, another pro- 
visional formation. Bock initially kept four divisions in army group 
reserve, including the 10th Panzer. Of the 1,516,000 men the Army 
would commit to the invasion, Bock would direct 630,000 (320,000 
in the 3rd Army, 230,000 in the 4th, and 80,000 in army group 
reserve). The rest came under Rundstedt's Army Group South. 
They faced about the same number of Poles? 

The initial plan called for Rundstedt to deliver the main blow, 
taking Warsaw from the southwest. Third Army's main attack 
would be to the south, against the Polish Modlin Army (two 
infantry divisions and two cavalry brigades). Third Army was to 
launch a secondary attack to the southwest, to link up with 4th 
Army. Fourth Army's mission was to attack to the east and south, 
sealing off and then destroying the Pomorze Army in the Corridor. 
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Bock pointed out to OKH that its plan would leave the Free City 
of Danzig exposed to Polish capture for several days. He recom- 
mended that a secret brigade be raised from the 12,000 Germans 
in Danzig with military experience, including Army reservists, dis- 
charged veterans, S.A. men, some SS troops, and city policemen. 
The Navy could also disembark a battalion on the day of the 
invasion to help defend the city. Hitler approved the plan and sent 
Major General Friedrich-Georg Eberhardt, in plainclothes, to Dan- 
zig to organize the “Freikorps.” It would be called Brigade Eber- 
hardt when the invasion started and would later be expanded into 
the 60th Motorized Infantry Division.” 

The war began on September 1, 1939. Brigade Eberhardt took 
Danzig with little trouble. Third Army, attacking south with the 
I Corps and Corps Wodrig, made unexpectedly rapid progress 
toward Warsaw, while Lieutenant General Nikolaus von Falken- 
horst's XXI Corps pushed to the southwest, toward its link-up 
with 4th Army. Kluge also made rapid progress, and by nightfall 
on September 2 the Polish 9th and 27th Infantry divisions and the 
Pomorska Cavalry Brigade were virtually cut off in the Corridor. 
The 3rd and 4th armies linked up the next day at Neuenburg 
(Nowe Swiecie). Although Polish garrisons at Westerplatte (in 
Danzig harbor) and the Hela peninsula would hold out for some 
time, the Corridor was effectively eliminated, and the bulk of the 
Pomorze Army had been destroyed, with a haul of 15,000 prisoners 
and 90 guns." 

Bock had accomplished his primary mission of overrunning the 
Corridor and establishing ground contact with East Prussia by 
September 4. Knechler continued to push southward on Warsaw 
against stiffening resistance, while Bock saw to the rest of the army 
group. He sent Guderian's corps to the far left wing of 3rd Army 
and ordered General Leonhard Kaupisch's Frontier Zone Com- 
mand I (207th Infantry Division and Brigade Eberhardt, plus some 
security units) to reduce Westerplatte, Gdynia, and the Hela 
peninsula, while the rest of 4th Army (General Adolf Strauss's II 
Corps and General Curt Haase's III Corps) advanced southeast 
along the Vistula. Bock planned for Guderian to sweep behind the 
Polish deep right flank and envelop the Polish forces defending 
north of Warsaw. On Guderian’s suggestion, however, the 
maneuver was changed to a panzer thrust on Brest-Litovsk in 
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eastern Poland, in order to prevent the Poles from retreating east- 
ward and establishing a new defensive line.” 

This operation, too, went according to plan. Brest fell on Sep- 
tember 17, after a three-day battle. That same day the Russians 
entered the war by invading eastern Poland and linked up with 
Army Group North the next day. The 3rd Army closed in on 
Warsaw from the east, while 4th Army cleared the Bialystok area, 
north of Guderian's corps. Except for the Warsaw sector, Army 
Group North faced only minor resistance after mid-September 
1939. By early October Bock was on his way to the Western Front. 

Initially, Fedor von Bock was slated to command the major 
attack in the West, despite his view that the Army was not ready 
for the campaign. His forces, now redesignated Army Group B, 
formed on the German right (northern) flank, and were to advance 
through the Netherlands and Belgium into northern France, de- 
feating the Dutch, Belgian, British, and French armies on the way. 
Bock, however, wrote a pessimistic memorandum to the War 
Ministry and Hitler, expressing his belief that the British would 
land at Antwerp before he could take it and that the war would 
deteriorate into a long and bloody battle of attrition in Belgium. 

Hitler was not particularly satisfied with the OKH plan either, 
and when the Manstein Plan reached him he promptly embraced 
it (see chapter 2). This plan reduced Bock's role to a secondary 
one. During the first phase of the French campaign, Bock directed 
only the 6th and 18th armies (Reichenau and Kuechler, respec- 
tively). His mission was to drive into the Low Countries with 
enough vigor to convince the French and British that his was the 
main attack. This mission he accomplished beyond question. His 
men overran Holland and Belgium and finished off the French 
forces at Dunkirk on June 4, taking 40,000 prisoners.“ 

During the second phase of operations, Bock directed the 4th, 
6th and 9th armies, as well as Panzer Groups Hoth and Kleist, and 
overran western France.!® After France capitulated, Bock was 
assigned the task of guarding the Atlantic coast from Brest to the 
Spanish frontier. He was promoted to field marshal on July 19, 
1940.16 

Bock was dissatisfied with his new assignment. He commented 
caustically that all he had to do was make sure that neither the 
seacoast nor the demarcation line was stolen." Perhaps as a result 
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of his acid comments, he was named Commander-in-Chief, East 
(OB East), in the fall of 1940. Headquartered at Posen, he initially 
controlled the 18th Army, with the 2nd and 4th Armies on the 
way.!® For much of the winter of 1940/41 he was absent from duty 
due to severe stomach ulcers.!® 


BOCK WAS OPPOSED to invading Russia in 1941 and even refused to 
issue the infamous Commissars' Order to his army group.? His 
HQ was a hotbed of the anti-Hitler conspiracy after Colonel Hen- 
ning von Treschow became his Ia (Chief of Operations) in 1941. 
Bock's personal aides—Count Heinrich von Hardenberg (a de- 
scendant of Bismarck) and Count Heinrich von Lehndorff-Steinort 
(grandson of a favorite of Wilhelm I)— were both involved, as were 
several others, including Lieutenant Fabian von Schlabrendorff, 
who was one of the few conspirators to survive the war. The 
conspirators hoped to convince Bock to lead a coup against Hitler, 
but the man who had helped suppress the Black Reichswehr 
would not join a conspiracy now. Of Bock, John Wheeler-Bennett 
wrote: "Though he despised National Socialism and found repel- 
lent its increasing blood-lust, he was consumed with vanity and 
egotism, and the insignificance of his character prevented him 
from lifting a finger to overthrow a system for which he felt 
nothing but contempt. He was among those many whose re- 
sponse to the approaches of the conspirators was: 'If it succeeds, 
I'll support you, but I won't take the consequences of failure.'?! 

Bock's headquarters was designated Army Group Center for the 
invasion of Russia. It had the most important mission of the Russo- 
German war: take Moscow. Its initial objective was to destroy the 
strong Soviet forces in the Brest-Vilna-Smolensk triangle. For this 
task, Bock was given two of the four panzer groups (the 3rd and 
2nd) and the 4th and 9th armies, a total of nine panzer, seven 
motorized, 31 infantry, and three security divisions, plus the 1st 
Cavalry Division: a total of 51 of the 149 German divisions commit- 
ted to Operation “Barbarossa.” He was supported by Field Mar- 
shal Albert Kesselring’s 2nd Air Fleet, which included the bulk of 
the Luftwaffe’s Stuka dive bombers. 

On the evening of June 21, Kesselring visited Bock at his head- 
quarters and found him “very dispirited,” in contrast to his atti- 
tude in previous campaigns.? Bock nevertheless performed re- 
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markably wellin the first stage of the invasion, closing in on Minsk, 
170 miles behind the frontier, with his two panzer groups. Hitler 
grew nervous over this ambitious maneuver and, bypassing Brau- 
chitsch, suggested to von Bock that it be abandoned in favor of 
a much shorter envelopment. Bock argued strongly and success- 
fully against this timidity. As a result, the majority of three Soviet 
armies and parts of two others were encircled in and around the 
Belorussian capital by June 29. After the pocket collapsed on July 
3,24 Army Group Center reported the capture or destruction of 
324,000 men, 3,332 tanks, and 1,809 guns.?5 

Bock's next target was Smolensk, a city on the Moscow Highway 
at the head of navigation on the Dnieper River. It was taken by 
the 29th Motorized Division on July 16 after another double envel- 
opment. The pocket was cleared on August 5, yielding 310,000 
more prisoners, 3,205 tanks, and 3,120 guns.* Three days later 
Guderian completed another battle of encirclement at Roslavl, 
southeast of Smolensk. He took another 38,000 prisoners and cap- 
tured or destroyed 250 tanks and 359 guns.” Next, Bock sent 
General Baron Leo von Geyr von Schweppenburg’s XXIV Panzer 
Corps southward, into the rear of the newly formed Soviet Central 
Front, while Baron von Weichs's newly committed 2nd Army 
attacked it from the west. The result was another pocket at Gomel, 
where another 84,000 Russians, with 144 tanks and 848 guns, had 
been captured or destroyed by August 24.28 

By the last week in August, Army Group Center had advanced 
more than 500 miles and was only about 185 miles from Moscow.?? 
Fedor von Bock had performed brilliantly. He had inflicted well 
over three quarters of a million casualties on the Russians and had 
captured or destroyed some 7,000 tanks and over 6,000 guns, while 
suffering fewer than 100,000 casualties himself.9? Now he expected 
to launch the decisive drive on Moscow, but it was not to be. On 
August 4 Hitler ordered the transfer of the 3rd Panzer Group to 
Army Group North and dispatched 2nd Panzer Group and 2nd 
Army to the south, against Kiev. Bock, much to his disgust, lost 
four of his five panzer corps and three infantry corps, plus much 
of the 2nd Air Fleet. He had no choice but to go over to the defen- 
sive in the Yelnya Bend, 47 miles east of Smolensk, with the 9th 
and 4th armies, while Hitler dispersed his strength elsewhere. 
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Meanwhile, the sunny campaigning weather of summer merged 
imperceptibly with the shorter days of fall. The much-feared 
Russian winter was not far off. 

When Hitler deprived Bock of his tank units, the road to Moscow 
was almost clear. Now Stalin rushed reinforcements to this critical 
sector and hurled all or part of four armies against the Yelnya Bend, 
which was an obvious springboard for an attack on the Soviet 
capital. At no time did Bock have more than four divisions in the 
sector. He was eventually forced to abandon the Yelnya salient 
in early September, but he held his line despite heavy Russian 
attacks.?! By the end of September, Bock was facing 1,500,000 to 
2,000,000 men. 

After Kiev fell in early September, Hitler considered going into 
winter quarters, but Bock felt his position was unsuited for a 
winter line. Bock, Kesselring, Brauchitsch, and others convinced 
Hitler to launch a drive on the Soviet capital, despite the question- 
able campaign weather. Hitler transferred 4th Panzer Group (re- 
designated panzer army on October 6) back to Army Group Cen- 
ter, with five panzer and two motorized divisions, as well as VIII 
Air Corps. He returned 2nd Panzer Group and 2nd Army to Bock's 
control, and transferred nine divisions from Army Group South to 
Army Group Center. Two of these were motorized, and two more 
were panzer units. OKH decided not to return 2nd Panzer, 3rd 
Panzer, and 2nd armies to the Smolensk sector; they were ordered 
to attack from where they were. Bock's frontage thus extended 
more than four hundred miles, and he had less than two divisions 
in reserve. He protested this dispersal of forces, but to no avail.?? 

On the morning of September 30, Bock began his offensive with 
pincher movements on Vyazma and Bryansk, a double battle that 
Carell called "the most perfect battle of encirclement in military 
history.?? From north to south, his forces included 3rd Panzer 
Army (Hoth), 9th Army (Strauss), 4th Army (Kluge), 4th Panzer 
Army (Hoepner), 2nd Army (Weichs) and 2nd Panzer Army (Gud- 
erian). Bock ordered Hoepner to attack frontally through the Rus- 
sian center to Meschovsk; then he was to wheel north, to Vyazma, 
which Hoth was to approach from the east. Meanwhile, Strauss 
and Kluge were to attack the Soviets frontally and pin down their 
main forces north of the Smolensk-Yelnya line. To the south, 
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THE DOUBLE ENVELOPMENT OF VYAZMA-BRYANSK, SEPTEM- 
BER-OCTOBER 1941. This operation, directed by Field Marshal 
Fedor von Bock, resulted in the destruction of several Soviet 
armies and almost resulted in the capture of Moscow. It was a 
masterpiece of mobile warfare. 
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Weichs and Guderian were to converge on Zhizdra and Bryansk, 
in a separate envelopment. Map 10 shows the double battles of 
Vyazma-Bryansk. 

To everyone's surprise, Guderian easily broke through the 
Soviet 13th Army, and his spearhead— Major General Baron Willi- 
bald von Langermann und Erlenkamp's 4th Panzer Division— 
covered eighty miles the first day. On October 6, Lieutenant Gen- 
eral Hans-Juergen von Arnim's 17th Panzer Division took Bryansk 
in a surprise coup. Later that day Guderian's vanguard linked up 
with Weichs's 2nd Army, encircling twenty-six divisions of the 
Soviet 3rd, 13th, and 15th Armies. The next day Major General 
Wolfgang Fischer's 10th Panzer Division of Hoepner's 4th Panzer 
Army took Vyazma and linked up with Hoth's spearheads, thus 
encircling six more Soviet armies and dooming fifty-five more 
enemy divisions. The fighting continued until October 17, and 
several Russian units succeeded in breaking out and escaping; 
nevertheless some 663,000 men, 1,242 tanks, and 5,412 guns were 
destroyed or captured in the double battle of Vyazma-Bryansk.* 

The first snow fell on October 7, but it quickly melted. Russian 
roads immediately turned into rivers of mud. It was virtually 
impossible to bring up fuel, ammunition, food, or replacements— 
or winter clothing, of which there was very little. Bock also lost 
most of his mobility, the key to his earlier victories. To make 
matters worse, Hitler sent the II Air Corps and HQ, 2nd Air Fleet, 
to Sicily; and OKH ordered the 9th and 3rd Panzer armies to strike 
northeast, away from the Soviet capital. Bock continued to 
advance eastward, however, ordering Guderian (supported by 
Weichs) to take Tula, an industrial city south of Moscow, while 
4th Panzer, 4th and 9th armies continued on to Moscow. The mud 
was so bad that the 292nd Infantry Division reported a team of 
sixteen horses was not able to move a single howitzer of the 292nd 
Artillery Regiment. Motorized supply columns were averaging 
less than five miles a day, and more than two thousand vehicles 
were stuck on the unpaved Moscow Highway alone.? The Luft- 
waffe was grounded, the artillery and panzers stuck in the mud. 
Bock, only about seventy miles from Moscow, halted the offensive 
on October 30, to await freezing weather when the ground would 
again be hard enough to bring up food and ammunition. 

Leeb and Rundstedt now wanted to call off the offensive and 
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Hitler seemed inclined to agree with them, but not Bock. Sup- 
ported by Brauchitsch and Halder, he insisted on returning to the 
attack. Hitler therefore ordered the final advance to begin on 
November 15.55 

The temperature was below zero when the attack resumed. The 
artillery was now useless, since the German Army lacked the cold 
weather lubricants to protect the moving parts on the guns; only 
about 30 percent of the vehicles were operative; and the panzers 
were also neutralized, because their optical sights gave off a bloom 
in such low temperatures.? The infantry, without winter clothing 
and inadequately supplied, struggled forward, despite thousands 
of cases of frostbite. Many units lived mainly on a diet of horse- 
meat. They still managed to push through heavy resistance to 
within six miles of the Kremlin, to the very suburbs of Moscow. 
Bock, in a display of nervous energy, personally directed the final 
thrusts from an advanced command post, but by December 1 even 
he realized that Moscow could not be taken. The next day he 
finally gave the order to disengage.* 

Stalin launched his counteroffensive on December 6. Hitler 
commanded all units to hold where they were—an order that 
doubtlessly caused heavy losses in men and matériel, but also 
averted panic and may have saved the German Army. Army 
Group Center was nevertheless slowly pushed back by theSoviets 
with appalling casualties. Several divisions had to leave most or 
all of their artillery behind. 

Meanwhile, Field Marshal von Bock poured his heart out to 
Colonel Rudolf Schmundt, Hitler's personal adjutant, on De- 
cember 16. He described his own health as precarious (his ulcers 
were acting up again) and asked Schmundt to relay the details 
of his condition to Hitler, which Schmundt no doubt did. Two days 
later Bock received a telephone call from Field Marshal Keitel, who 
informed him that the Fuehrer suggested he take an extended 
leave to restore his health. Bock quickly did so. He was replaced 
the same day by Field Marshal Guenther von Kluge.“ Hitler sent 
Bock word that he did not hold him responsible for the failure to 
take Moscow.” 

One month later, on January 17, 1942, Field Marshal von Reich- 
enau died, probably from a heart attack. The next day Hitler sum- 
moned Bock to Fuehrer Headquarters and appointed him Com- 
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mander-in-Chief of Army Group South. Bock's command included 
Manstein's 11th Army in the Crimea and the 6th, 17th, 1st Panzer 
and 2nd armies in southern Russia (led by Colonel Generals Fried- 
rich Paulus, Hermann Hoth, Ewald von Kleist, and Baron Maximi- 
lian von Weichs, respectively). His first task was to halt the first 
Soviet winter offensive on the southern sector. 

In mid-January 1942, Soviet Marshal Semes Konstantinovich 
Timoshenko had achieved a deep breakthrough on both sides of 
the Izyum. By January 28 he was only twelve miles east of Dne- 
propetrovsk, threatening the communications routes of the 6th, 
17th, and 1st Panzer armies.? Soviet troops cut the Dnepro- 
petrovsk-Stalino railroad, the main supply artery of 1st Panzer 
Army, took the 17th Army's main supply base at Lozovaya, and 
established a huge bridgehead over the northern Donets at Izyum, 
which threatened both Kharkov and the Dnieper crossings. At one 
point, seven German divisions were fighting thirty-two Soviet 
infantry and cavalry divisions, supported by ten tank brigades.“ 

The Soviet offensive was halted more by Russian troop exhaus- 
tion, deep snow, and supply difficulties than by anything von 
Bock did. As soon as it had halted, the field marshal began building 
up his forces for a counterattack against the Izyum salient. On the 
other side, Marshal Timoshenko began building up for a resump- 
tion of the attack. 

Hitler planned for his major offensive of 1942 to be conducted 
on the southern sector; accordingly, Bock received priority in sup- 
plies and reinforcements. Hitler ordered that Bock's infantry divi- 
sions be brought up to full strength, while those of Army Groups 
North and Center were to remain at 50 to 55 percent of their 
establishments. Bock's panzer divisions were to be brought up to 
a strength of three panzer battalions, while those in the other 
sectors remained at one. Units on the southern sector were to have 
85 percent of their organic motor transportation, while the rest 
would have to get by with far less. 

Bock planned to attack the Izyum salient on May 18, but Timo- 
shenko struck six days earlier, with 640,000 men and 1,200 tanks, 
pushing back 6th Army. By May 17 theSoviets were within twelve 
miles of Kharkov, the critical supply and communications center 
in the rear of Army Group South. 

Hitler boldly refused to commit his reserves and allowed the 
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Soviets to advance, despite several nervous requests from Field 
Marshal Bock.“ Then, on May 17, he struck the southern flank of 
the Red advance with his fresh 1st Panzer and 17th armies (both 
operating under von Kleist). The Russian drive was halted, and 
by May 19 Timoshenko was counterattacking Kleist with all the 
forces he could muster. The next day 6th Army joined the battle, 
and on May 24 Paulus and Kleist linked up west of Izyum, trapping 
the entire Soviet strike force. Only remnants managed to escape. 
By the time the fighting ended on May 29, Bock had taken 240,000 
prisoners, along with more than 1,200 tanks and 2,000 guns. He 
had suffered only 20,000 casualties himself.” Hitler, however, was 
not satisfied with Bock's lack of nerve before Kharkov. 

Hitler now began the second phase of his summer offensive 
(Operation Blue) by ordering Bock to clear the west bank of the 
Don and to take the city of Voronezh, if the cost was not too high; 
otherwise, he was to bypass it. Then Army Group South would 
be split in two. Newly formed HQ, Army Group A (1st Panzer and 
17th armies) under Field Marshal List, was then to cross the lower 
Don, take Rostov, and advance southeast, seizing the Caucasus 
oil fields. Army Group B under von Bock (2nd, 4th Panzer, and 
6th armies, plus the 2nd Hungarian Army) was to cover his north- 
ern flank and advance eastward to the Volga.* 

Bock attacked on June 28 with more than a million men. The 
Russians quickly retreated before his advance and the expected 
large haul of prisoners from west of the Don was not realized. Bock 
then committed 2nd Army to combat at Voronezh, a decision that 
delayed Blue several days.*? Hitler was very angry over the delay 
and because Bock was slow in sending the 4th Panzer Army south, 
a delay that allowed a number of large Soviet units to escape across 
the Don. Actually, Bock did not want to release his armor until 
the situation at Voronezh was taken care of and his left flank 
secured. Hitler signaled Bock to break off the battle, but the field 
marshal ignored the order. 

Bock was indeed preoccupied with his left and was openly 
critical of Hitler's plan, which called for unreliable foreign armies 
(Rumanians, Hungarians, and Italians) to guard the flanks of the 
advance to the Volga and Stalingrad, while Army Group A moved 
off in a divergent direction. Army Group B was scheduled for 
activation on July 13. That afternoon, Keitel telephoned Bock and 
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told him that Hitler had decided to give this command to Colonel 
General von Weichs and strongly advised him to ask to be relieved 
of his command on the grounds of illness. After some argument, 
Bock acquiesced.” Hitler told Major General Schmundt that he 
still admired Bock but could work only with commanders who 
followed his orders to the letter! Bock was placed in Fuehrer 
Reserve on July 15 and was never reemployed.? 


BOCK’S PRESTIGE WITH the German people was such that the fiction 
that he was still in command in southern Russia was kept up for 
some months, and his name was frequently mentioned in propa- 
ganda bulletins. This embittered Bock, who felt that he was being 
made a scapegoat for the Stalingrad debacle.? He was approached 
by the anti-Hitler conspirator Professor Dr. Johannes Popitz in July 
1943, but refused to join any coup that did not include Reichs- 
fuehrer Himmler, because, he said, no putsch could succeed with- 
out the support of the Waffen-SS. He also correctly warned Popitz 
not to depend on Colonel General Friedrich Fromm, the Com- 
mander of the Replacement Army, whom he considered un- 
: rele» 

"Although Bock detested National Socialism," Lieutenant Fa- 
bian von Schlabrendorff wrote later, "he was never willing to lift 
a hand against Hitler. Much of his character was already mortgaged 
to vanity and egotism, and what remained was diminutive.'^^ 

In 1945, with the Russians already on the outskirts of Berlin, 
Bock received a telegram from Manstein, telling him that Grand 
Admiral Karl Doenitz was forming a new government at Hamburg. 
Bock left for that city at once. He was probably even then hoping 
for a new command. On May 4, with Hitler already dead and the 
war's end less than a week away, his car was attacked on the Kiel 
Road by a British fighter-bomber. British soldiers found his bullet- 
riddled body several days later.’ His wife and daughter were also 
killed in the attack. Fedor von Bock thus became the only one 
of Hitler's field marshals to actually be killed by enemy bullets. 
He was sixty-four years old. 


IT IS GENERALLY accepted that Field Marshal von Bock was not a 
pleasant person. He was humorless, difficult to deal with or to 
work for, and highly arrogant and egotistical. He was loyal to 
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Hitler, but whether this loyalty was due to personal ambition or 
belief in the principle that a soldier cannot act against the head 
ofstate without committing treason is a matter of opinion. Perhaps 
it was both. Evaluations of his generalship also differ. He per- 
formed well in Poland, the Low Countries, and in the initial 
advance on Moscow, smashing over a dozen enemy armies in the 
process. Had Hitler listened to him, Moscow would have fallen 
in 1941 and Stalingrad would never have happened. On the other 
hand, he continued attacking toward Moscow far too long and 
showed timidity at Kharkov and Voronezh. In this author's 
opinion, he was not a military genius of the caliber of Manstein, 
but he was a capable commander who led his armies with con- 
siderable success during the first three years of the war. 


WILHELM KEITEL 


WILHELM BODEWIN JOHANN Gustav Keitel was born on his father's six- 
hundred-acre farmstead, "Helmscherode," near Gandersheim in 
western Brunswick, on September 22, 1882. He had a cheerful 
childhood, in the course of which he showed the qualities that 
would stamp his future career: obedience and no more than aver- 
age intelligence. He wanted, above all, to be a farmer, like his 
ancestors. His father, however, remarried after Keitel's mother 
died, and "Helmscherode" was not prosperous enough to support 
two families, soxthe elder Keitel packed his son off to the Army 
as an officer-candidate. Wilhelm obediently joined the 46th Field 
Artillery Regiment, his father's old unit, at Wolfenbuettel, Bruns- 
wick, in 1901. He would have preferred a cavalry appointment, 
but his father could not afford to buy him a horse.! 

After the war, Allied psychologists and journalists attempted to 
portray Keitel as the archtype Prussian junker. He was not. His 
family was Hanoverian and his grandfather, who was closely con- 
nected with the Hanoverian Royal family that Bismarck overthrew 
in 1866, would not allow his son to enter the house in his Army 
uniform. 

Keitel was commissioned second lieutenant on August 18, 1902. 
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He was a good, energetic, though not outstanding, junior officer, 
who seemed to get along with everybody. He loved eating, drink- 
ing, hunting, riding, socializing, and the outdoor life. He did a tour 
at the Military Riding Academy in 1906 and was a good horse 
jumper. He became regimental adjutant in 1908, was promoted to 
first lieutenant in 1910, and became a captain on October 8, 1914.? 

Lieutenant Keitel married Lisa Fontaine, the daughter of a Han- 
overian brewer and estate owner, on April 18, 1909. Lisa was 
beautiful, intelligent, and ambitious for her husband. She gave him 
three sons (all of whom became officers) and three daughters, one 
of whom died in childhood. Definitely a stronger personality than 
her husband, she was an admirer of Hitler and a major influence 
in propelling Keitel upward.^ 

Keitel attended a X Corps course for current or future General 
Staff officers in the spring of 1914, but went to war in Belgium and 
France with his regiment, and in September was seriously wound- 
ed in the right forearm by a shell splinter. Upon recovering, he 
returned to the 46th Field Artillery where he became a battery 
commander in November. In March 1915 he was named to the 
General Staff and transferred to the XV Reserve Corps. He later 
served as a General Staff officer with the XIX Reserve Corps (1916- 
17) and the 199th Infantry Division (1917), before being transferred 
to the General Staff of the Army in Berlin (December 1917).5 He 
served in the Freikorps on the Polish frontier in 1919.6 

Keitel's career in the early days of the Reichsheer was not re- 
markable. He spent three years as an instructor (i.e., lecturer) at 
the School of Cavalry at Hanover (1920-23), before joining the 
regimental staff of the 6th Artillery Regiment. His career got a 
major boost in 1925 when Colonel von dem Bussche-Ippenburg, 
the chief of the Army Personnel Office, assigned him to the organi- 
zational branch of the Truppenamt (Troop Office), as the clandes- 
tine General Staff was then called. Bussche-Ippenburg and Keitel 
had been friends prior to the Great War and had attended the X 
Corps school together in the spring of 1914. Keitel's job involved 
creating modest reserve forces, which was an illegal activity under 
the Treaty of Versailles. Keitel did not owe his appointment to any 
talent, but he performed his duty in a solid, dependable manner 
and made or renewed some important friendships. His circle 
included Werner von Blomberg, Werner von Fritsch, Wilhelm 
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Adam, and Walter von Brauchitsch. Keitel served on the General 
Staff from February 1, 1925, to November 1, 1927, and then re- 
turned to Muenster as commander of II Battalion, 6th Artillery 
Regiment. He was promoted to major in 1923 and lieutenant 
colonel on February 1, 1929.7 

Keitel returned to the General Staff in October 1929 as head of 
the Organizations Department. Even his bitter enemy, Field Mar- 
shal Erich von Manstein, later admitted that he did excellent work 
in this job. He was involved in secret preparations to triple the 
size of the Army from ten to thirty divisions in case of national 
emergency, and made at least one trip to the Soviet Union with 
General Adam and Colonel von Brauchitsch in 1931, in connection 
with the Reichsheer's secret training. He was highly impressed 
with Russia—with its immense space, its disciplined army, and 
its controlled economy.? 

Despite his impressive physique and bearlike appearance, 
Keitel was a very nervous man, especially after 1929. He smoked 
too much and overworked himself; perhaps he had an inkling that 
he was being promoted above his ceiling. His health cracked under 
the strain. He developed severe phlebitis in his right leg but 
ignored it, and even continued to walk to work from his home 
in west Berlin to his office in the Defense Ministry on the Bendler- 
strasse. The physical and mental strain finally led to a heart attack, 
complicated by double pneumonia. He was recovering at a clinic 
in the High Tatra Mountains of Czechoslovakia on January 30, 
1933, when Adolf Hitler took power in Berlin? Keitel's old friend 
Werner von Blomberg became minister of defense the same day. 

Upon regaining his health, Keitel (a full colonel since late 1931) 
returned to his old job in Berlin and, in July, 1933, met Adolf Hitler 
for the first time at Bad Reichenhall. Keitel was immediately taken 
with the Fuehrer, whom he would idolize until the day that he 
died.!? 

Wilhelm Keitel began a year's tour of troop duty in October 1933, 
when he became Infantry Commander III. In this post he served 
as one of the two deputy commanders of the 3rd Infantry Division 
and directed the infantry units assigned to that formation, which 
was headquartered in Berlin. He was promoted to major general 
on April 1, 1934.!! 

That spring Keitel's father died, anc Wilhelm inherited the fam- 
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ily estate at Helmscherode. At last Keitel felt that he could realize 
his ambition to become a farmer. He accordingly submitted his 
resignation, to become effective October 1, 1934. He was, however, 
called before General Victor von Schwedler, the chief of the Army 
Personnel Office, at the behest of Keitel's old friend, Werner von 
Fritsch, who was now Commander-in-Chief of the Army. Fritsch, 
Schwelder said, was prepared to offer him command of one of the 
new divisions that would be formed very soon, when Hitler pub- 
licly announced his initial military expansion. Keitel could choose 
his own command if he would withdraw his resignation. Keitel 
could not resist the opportunity and chose the 22nd Infantry 
Division at Bremen. “Such,” he wrote later, “is the force of human 
destiny."? 

Keitel directed the 22nd Infantry for less than a year. In August 
1935, Defense Minister General von Blomberg offered him the post 
of chief of the Wehrmachtamt, the Armed Forces Office of the 
Defense Ministry, to replace Walter von Reichenau, who had been 
appointed commander of Wehrkreis VII. Keitel had been recom- 
mended by General von Fritsch. The other candidate, Major Gen- 
eral Heinrich von Vietinghoff, said he did not want the job. Neither 
did Keitel, who initially begged his immediate superior, General 
Guenther von Kluge, CG of Wehrkreis VI, to "move heaven and 
earth" to prevent his appointment. "I had never been so happy 
as I was now as a divisional commander in Bremen," he wrote 
later, and "I wanted nothing to do with politics."? However, the 
ambitious Lisa Keitel urged her husband to accept the offer, which 
he finally did. He took office on September 9, 1935. The new posi- 
tion carried promotions with it, and he was advanced to lieutenant 
general effective January 1, 1936, and general of artillery on August 
Nagle Sigs 

Keitel’s new office included a strategic planning department, a 
military command department, and a national defense depart- 
ment; it was responsible for handling all the signal, military intelli- 
gence, and administrative functions of the ministry. It also had 
a joint services command function. Keitel worked efficiently for 
Blomberg, with whom he never disagreed, but their relationship 
was largely impersonal, even after Blomberg’s daughter Dorothea 
became engaged to Lieutenant Karl Heinz Keitel, Wilhelm’s son. 
Keitel was absolutely obedient to Blomberg and was a “yes-man” 


Wilhelm Keitel 165 


to the war minister, just as he became a yes-man to Hitler later 
on.^ When Blomberg married a prostitute in January 1938, how- 
ever, Keitel did nothing to protect him; on the contrary, when the 
incriminating evidence fell into his hands he did not destroy it, 
as he could have done, but rather forwarded it to Hermann 
Goering, who coveted Blomberg's job, as Keitel must have known. 
It was Goering who engineered Blomberg's fall from power on 
January 24, 1938. In fact, Telford Taylor later wrote, Keitel "actually 
betrayed Blomberg, whether by design or ineptitude."'6 

On January 27 Hitler took final leave of Blomberg at the Chan- 
cellery. The departing field marshal recommended that Hitler 
assume the post of minister of war himself. Hitler did not reply 
to this suggestion, but asked who would be suitable to direct the 
Armed Forces staff under himself. Blomberg had no idea. Hitler 
then asked who was in charge of Blomberg’s staff. Keitel, Blomberg 
answered, but there was no question of using him, because "he's 
nothing but the man who runs my office." 

"That's exactly the man I am looking for!" Hitler exclaimed. He 
set up an appointment with Keitel for that very afternoon.” 

In Keitel, Hitler found exactly the type of officer he was seeking: 
someone who would carry out his commands to the letter and 
without question, a yes-man who would be content to be merely 
a glorified executive officer, without independent command pre- 
rogatives. He appointed Keitel Commander-in-Chief of the High 
Command of the Armed Forces (Oberkommando des Wehrmacht, 
or OKW), to date from February 4, 1938. 

Keitel organized his new command into four sections: the 
Armed Forces "Operations Staff (Fuehrungstab, or WFA), the 
Abwehr (Intelligence and Counterespionage Office), the Armed 
Forces Central Office, and the Armed Forces Economic Office. The 
Operations Staff was the most important section, and Keitel chose 
Lieutenant General Max von Viebahn, Leeb’s former chief of staff 
at Army Group 2 and the former commander of the 34th Infantry 
Division, to head it. Viebahn and Keitel did not get along, however, 
so Viebahn was replaced within two months by Major General 
Alfred Jodl. The Abwehr was headed by Admiral Wilhelm Canaris 
until February 1944, when it was dissolved. Keitel had no idea that 
Canaris had been engaged in anti-Nazi activities for years. (Ca- 
naris was not caught until after the July 20, 1944, assassination 
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attempt failed. He was executed in April 1945.) The General Office 
was directed by Colonel Reinecke, and Major General Georg 
Thomas supervised the economic office. 

Jodl was by far the most important OKW officer after Keitel and 
was regarded as his twin by the prosecutors at Nuremberg. 
Colonel (later General of Artillery) Walter Warlimont, who became 
Chief of the National Defense Branch, was the third most impor- 
tant man at OKW, after Keitel and Jodl. Both Jodl and Warlimont 
were quite intelligent, despite their obedience to the Nazi regime. 
Keitel was not, but this enhanced his standing with Hitler, rather 
than detracted from it. 

Keitel never felt adequate to his high position (he was, in fact, 
not), so he trusted blindly in the genius of the Fuehrer. His influ- 
ence with Hitler was highest just after he was appointed. Colonel 
General von Fritsch was relieved on trumped-up charges of homo- 
sexuality the week after Blomberg departed, and Hitler wanted 
to replace him as C-in-C of the Army with Walter von Reichenau, 
a choice unpalatable to most of the senior officers of the Army and 
to Keitel personally. Perhaps Keitel hated Reichenau because of 
his independent mind. In any event Keitel led the opposition, 
telling Hitler that Reichenau was "not thorough enough, not a 
hard worker, a busybody, too superficial, little-loved and a soldier 
who sought satisfaction for his ambitions more in the political than 
in the purely military sphere.”'® Keitel succeeded in getting his 
own nominee, Walter von Brauchitsch, appointed instead. He also 
managed to get his brother, Bodewin Keitel, named chief of the 
Army Personnel Office, and pro-Nazi Major Rudolf Schmundt 
installed as the Fuehrer's Army adjutant. He also succeeded in 
securing his own promotion to colonel general on November 1, 
199842 

Keitel had dreams of setting up a real Armed Forces High Com- 
mand, with operational command over the Army, Air Force, and 
Navy, but the other two branches of the service refused to cooper- 
ate. Goering, for example, wrote to Keitel personally: “Whether 
(and it is in regard to this point that I would like to put it most 
emphatically) these orders are signed 'In the name of the Fuehrer, 
Keitel, Colonel General' or 'In the name of the Fuehrer, Maier, Staff 
Sergeant’ is completely irrelevant as far as I am concerned."?? The 
Reichsmarschall would take orders only from Hitler. Grand Ad- 


Wilhelm Keitel 167 


miral Raeder felt the same way, although he avoided expressing 
himself in such outspoken terms. 


KEITEL WAS TEMPERAMENTALLY unequipped to deal with Hitler. His 
lifelong habit of unconditional and unquestioning obedience to 
authority, which had served him so well in the Weimar Republic, 
transferred automatically to the Fuehrer, who used it for his own 
ends— with disastrous consequences to Keitel, the Army, Ger- 
many, and to much of the world. To Keitel, any expression of 
criticism of Hitler or his orders was an act of disloyalty bordering 
on treason. An order from the Fuehrer was like a commandment 
from the Almighty: it was to be obeyed at once, no matter what 
it stipuiated. After the war, Keitel told his interrogator: "At the 
bottom of my heart I was a loyal shield-bearer for Adolf Hitler; 
my political conviction would have been National Socialist.” 

Since Keitel never really exercised command, there are no bat- 
tles to discuss in this chapter. There only remains to list his war 
crimes. They were not even Keitel's crimes in the purest sense, 
for they did not originate with him; he was merely an accomplice. 
Sometimes this only involved signing an order. 

In February 1938, Keitel was a supporting actor in Hitler's brow- 
beating of Austrian Chancellor Dr. Kurt von Schluschnigg at 
Berchtesgaden. This session led to the Anschluss—the incorpora- 
tion of Austria into the Reich. 

In March 1939 he played a similar supporting role in the mental 
subjugation of the Czechoslovakian President, Dr. Emil Hacha, 
who signed a document placing his country under Nazi "pro- 
tection x 

In September 1939 he echoed Hitler’s sentiments, calling for the 
extermination of Polish Jews, intellectuals, pastors, priests, and 
nobles, in order to break the will of the Polish people.? He later 
issued orders assisting the SS and Gestapo in the implementation 
of this policy and condoned measures leading to mass murder in 
Poland.” : 

In October 1939 Keitel returned from Zossen, impressed by the 
arguments of Brauchitsch and Halder against launching the inva- 
sion of France during winter weather. When he agreed with the 
sober military logic of these two officers, Hitler flew into a rage, 
bitterly accusing Keitel of joining the generals' conspiracy against 
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him. Keitel was so shocked that he offered his resignation, which 
Hitler refused to accept. Don't be so touchy, he said, or words to 
that effect. Keitel privately promised to obey orders without ques- 
tion in the future? 

Wilhelm Keitel certainly looked the part of a tough Prussian 
general (although he did not have the backbone for it) and made 
a good physical impression. He conducted the French surrender 
negotiations with some dignity. A month later, on July 19, 1940, 
he was promoted to field marshal. He had never dreamed of 
advancing this far. 

At the end of July, Keitel took ten days' leave and went hunting 
deer and wild boar with friends in Pomerania. Then he visited 
Helmscherode for a few days and purchased some farm imple- 
ments for it, thoroughly enjoying his role as the gentleman- 
farmer—for the last time in his life. Back on duty in August, he 
was greatly disturbed when Hitler announced that he was consid- 
ering invading Russia. Rather than risk another rebuke, Keitel 
submitted his objections to this war in a handwritten memoran- 
dum to the Fuehrer. Hitler summoned him and gave him a scath- 
ing reprimand. Keitel, deeply wounded, suggested Hitler find a 
OKW chief whose judgment he trusted more. Hitler flew into a 
rage and denied him the right to resign. He would serve, the 
dictator shouted, until the Fuehrer had no further need of him. 
Keitel left the room without a word?6 He was humiliated—and 
trapped in a gilded cage. Perhaps he now saw clearly part of the 
price he would have to pay for accepting promotions he did not 
deserve and a position for which he was not intellectually quali- 
fied. His reaction to this impossible situation was to submit com- 
pletely to the will of the Fuehrer. 

In May 1941 Keitel signed the infamous Commissar Order, in 
which German field commanders were ordered to shoot Commu- 
nist Party officials immediately after they were captured in battle, 
without courts-martial or trials of any kind." A great many gener- 
als protested against this criminal order, but Keitel never ques- 
tioned it in the slightest and insisted it be obeyed to the letter. 
It was an order from the Fuehrer, after all... 

On July 27, Keitel signed an order giving Reichsfuehrer Himmler 
of the SS absolute power in implementing his racial program in 
Russia?? This order was tantamount to endorsing mass murder. 
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On December 16, 1942, Keitel issued another order to the Armed 
Forces. It read in part: "It is not only justified therefore, but the 
duty of the troops to use every method without restriction, even 
against women and children, provided it ensures success. Any act 
of mercy is a crime against the German people.'?? 

By September 1942, Keitel's prestige had fallen to a new low. 
Hitler sent Jodl to the Caucasus to investigate Field Marshal List's 
operations, and Jodl reported back that List had done all he could 
with the resources at hand. Hitler began to verbally abuse Jodl 
(now a colonel general), but the Bavarian staff officer turned on 
him and sharply defended both himself and List. 

Hitler was shocked by this outburst—even his most loyal gener- 
als were showing disloyalty! He refused to shake hands with Jodl 
or Keitel for months after this and henceforth took his meals alone. 
He told Jodl that he would be replaced by Colonel General Fried- 
rich Paulus as soon as the Battle of Stalingrad was over. He consid- 
ered replacing Keitel with Kesselring, because Jodl was Keitel's 
deputy and Keitel had advocated List's appointment three 
months before. List, of course, was sacked, as was Franz Halder, 
the chief of the Army General Staff, who had also recommended 
List forthe command of Army Group A. Keitel suggested Manstein 
or Paulus be named chief of the Army General Staff, but was 
ignored. Hitler selected General Kurt Zeitzler.? At the same time, 
General Bodewin Keitel was sacked as chief of the personnel office 
and replaced by Major General Rudolf Schmundt.?! 

A month later, Hitler was again heaping abuse on the Army. 
"My field marshals are great tacticians," he sneered. "By tactics, 
of course, they mean retreating!” Then he added: "My field mar- 
shals' horizon is the size of a lavatory lid!” Keitel said nothing; 
he was becoming accustomed to swallowing the most outrageous 
insults without comment. Zeitzler, however, was not. He asked for 
a private conference with the Fuehrer and categorically demanded 
that Hitler not make such embarrassing remarks in his presence 
again. Hitler, dumbfounded at first, agreed. Keitel did nothing.? 

Keitel had seen as early as December 1941 that the summer 
offensive of 1942 might fail, and said so privately, but never dared 
mention his real opinions to the Fuehrer. When the 6th Army was 
surrounded at Stalingrad, Hitler refused to allow it to break out. 
Keitel obediently echoed Hitler's views and supported the Fuehr- 
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er against the protests of Weichs, Manstein, Richthofen, and every 
corps commander in the 6th Army. Keitel thus protected his 
position, although he must have known how dangerous this deci- 
sion was. On January 31, 1943, Paulus surrendered the remnants 
of 6th Army. Germany lost 230,000 men it could not replace. 

From this point on, Keitel supported every single "hold at all 
costs" order that Hitler gave. By reinforcing Hitler's decisions he 
kept his post, but the effect in the field was disastrous: Army 
Group Afrika was destroyed in Tunisia; 17th Army was destroyed 
in the Crimea; 1st Panzer Army was surrounded in Galicia; Army 
Group South was mauled in the Ukraine; Army Group North was 
cut off in Courland; Army Group Center was virtually annihilated 
in Belorussia; and Army Group B was smashed in Normandy, with 
the resultant loss of France. This list is by no means complete, as 
it only includes only the major disasters. Keitel had no part in mak- 
ing these decisions; he merely endorsed them blindly after Hitler 
made them. The results were catastrophic nevertheless, for Hitler 
consistently refused to change his mind and reverse his decisions. 
At critical points in arguments with field marshals other than 
Keitel, Hitler would turn to his OKW chief and ask his opinion, 
confident that it would be a duplicate of his own. Thus reinforced, 
Hitler would win every argument—and lose every battle. 

Keitel had virtually no input into Hitler's strategic decisions. 
When General Friedrich Olbricht of the Replacement Army asked 
him how matters stood between Hitler and OKW, Keitel replied 
bitterly: "I don’t know. He tells me nothing. He only spits at me!^? 
Keitel accepted such abuse as part of the price for his position. 
Formerly a respected member of the Officer Corps, Keitel was now 
thoroughly detested by his peers. Even junior generals referred 
to him as "Lakaitel"—lackey —and “the nodding ass." 

Keitel signed Hitler's Night and Fog (Nacht und Nebel) decree, 
which was designed to terrorize the occupied countries, especially 
France and the Low Countries. Under it, people suspected of 
resisting the Nazis would simply disappear into the night and fog, 
as if they never existed. Actually, they were turned over to the 
Gestapo, who murdered them. Keitel justified the decree with the 
comment: "It is the will of the Fuehrer!? 

Wilhelm Keitel approved the execution of striking railroad 
workers in Holland, the murder of Jews in Russia, and the killing 
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of suspected partisans everywhere. He went along with a proposal 
to encourage German civilians to lynch captured Allied airmen, 
saying: "I am against legal procedure. It does not work out.'?» He 
did, however, unsuccessfully oppose the execution of fifty R.A.F. 
officers who escaped from the Sagan prison camp in Silesia and 
were recaptured. Fifteen others were quickly captured in the imme- 
diate vicinity of Sagan within hours of the breakout. Keitel ordered 
these returned to prison, instead of being turned over to the 
Gestapo, and must be given credit for saving their lives. Such 
acts of decency were extremely rare in the career of the OKW chief- 
tain, however. More typical was his order that Allied paratroopers 
captured in places not within or near the immediate combat zone 
be executed as spies or turned over to the SD, which was the same 
thing. He did not even object when German generals were im- 
prisoned or shot without trial for failing to carry out impossible 
orders. Keitel ordered the execution of commandos captured 
behind German lines and even considered tattooing Russian pris- 
oners on the buttocks, despite the opposition of Foreign Minister 
Joachim von Ribbentrop, who pointed out that such a measure 
was a clear violation of international law. He was dissuaded only 
when a camp commandant pointed out that the Russians would 
probably retaliate by branding German POW's on the forehead. 


WHEN COLONEL VON Stauffenberg's bomb exploded in the Fuehrer's 
conference room on July 20, 1944, Keitel was in his usual place: 
slightly behind the Fuehrer and to his left. He physically sup- 
ported the wounded dictator and half-carried him to the medical 
station. Keitel suspected Stauffenberg long before anyone else did 
and took immediate steps against a possible coup.?? Irving wrote 
that Keitel's "energetic countermeasures crushed the putsch in 
the provinces before it had even begun.” He arrested his own 
signals chief, General Erich Fellgiebel, whom he suspected of 
deliberately isolating the Wolf's Lair (Fuehrer HQ) just after the 
bomb exploded. (He was right. Fellgiebel was executed in August 
1944 for his part in the conspiracy.) Keitel also ordered the arrest 
of Colonel General Friedrich Fromm, C-in-C of the Replacement 
Army, and Field Marshal Erwin von Witzleben. He was later 
president of the Court of Honor, which paved the way for the 
executions of dozens of officers. In October he played a role in 
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the suicide of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, offering him the 
choice of death or trial by the People's Court. Rommel chose death. 

When the Allies invaded Germany, Keitel issued an order (also 
signed by Himmler) demanding that cities that were traffic centers 
be defended to the last man. Any commander who failed in this 
duty was to be executed.* 

During the Battle of Berlin, Keitel wanted to remain in the capital 
with the Fuehrer, but was ordered out. He tried desperately to 
relieve the city. "History and the German people will despise 
everyone who does not do his utmost to save the situation and 
the Fuehrer," he said.^! He relieved Colonel General Gotthard 
Heinrici, the Commander of Army Group Vistula, and his chief 
of staff, Lieutenant General Ivo-Thilo von Trotha, for retreating 
without orders, but had trouble finding anyone who would fill the 
vacated posts. In the end he appointed Colonel General Kurt 
student, but Hitler was dead by the time Student arrived at his 
new headquarters. 

On May 8, 1945, Keitel signed the final act of surrender at Berlin. 
Admiral Hans George von Friedeburg signed for the Navy and 
Colonel General Stumpff for the Luftwaffe. 

Tried at Nuremberg as a major war criminal, Keitel still main- 
tained his loyalty to the Fuehrer. "Even today," he said, "I am a 
convinced adherent of Adolf Hitler. This does not exclude my 
rejecting some items of the Party program," he added. In his 
defense, he held that he was merely obeying orders. "I was never 
permitted to make decisions," he said, truthfully enough. "The 
Fuehrer reserved that right to himself, even in seemingly trivial 
matters.”42 

Keitel was found guilty of committing crimes against peace, of 
war crimes, and of crimes against humanity. “There is nothing in 
mitigation,” his judge said. “Superior orders, even to a soldier, 
cannot be considered in mitigation where crimes as shocking and 
extensive [as these] have been committed consciously, ruth- 
lessly ai 

During the trial, Keitel wrote his Memoirs, which were designed 
more to save his face than his neck. He had gotten as far as the 
Stalingrad campaign when he was sentenced to death, so he spent 
the last ten days of his life describing the events in and around 
Berlin from April 20, 1945, until his arrest by the Americans on 
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May 12; thus the period between early 1943 and April 19, 1945, 
is missing. It is a shame that he did not have time to complete 
these memoirs, for they make interesting, if distorted, reading. He 
made one really excellent point when he wrote: "Why did the 
generals who have been so ready to term me a complaisant and 
incompetent yes-man fail to secure my removal? Was that all that 
difficult? No, that wasn't it; the truth was that nobody would have 
been ready to replace me, because each one knew that he would 
end up just as much a wreck as I."^ 

Keitel was certainly correct on this point. Despite their hatred 
for him and their fervent wishes to see him replaced, not one of 
the generals wanted his thankless job himself. Who in his right 
mind would have? Only a mediocre and subservient personality 
like Keitel could have held it as long as he did. Wilhelm Keitel paid 
the final price for his subservience on October 16, 1946, when he 
was hanged at Nuremberg. He was sixty-four years old. 


LIKE THE JUDGMENT at Nuremberg, the verdict of history has gone 
against Wilhelm Keitel. John Wheeler-Bennett put it well when 
he wrote: "He had ambition but no talent, loyalty but no character, 
a certain native shrewdness and charm but neither intelligence 
nor personality. Under [Gen. Hans] von Seeckt it is doubtful 
whether he would have gone beyond his majority." ^? 
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ERWIN ROMMEL 


ERWIN JOHANNES EUGEN Rommel, the famous "Desert Fox," was born 
at Heidenheim in Swabia, a district of Wuerttemberg, in southern 
Germany, on November 15, 1891. Even as a child he was tough, 
serious, innovative, daring, and self-reliant, almost to the point of 
pigheadedness. There was little military background in his family, 
and his father opposed his career choice, but a military career it 
would be. He joined the 124th (6th Wuerttemberg) Infantry Regi- 
ment as an officer-cadet on July 19, 1910, at the age of eighteen. 
He was promoted to corporal three months later, and was a ser- 
geant by early 1911. In March 1911 he was admitted to the War 
Academy at Danzig, and received his commission as second lieu- 
tenant in January 1912.! 

Rommel was attached to the 19th Field Artillery Regiment in 
1914 when World War I broke out. Until this point, Rommel's 
career had been perfectly average and absolutely undistinguished. 
The battlefield, however, transformed him into a warrior of the 
first class. Historian Brigadier Desmond Young wrote: "From the 
moment that he first came under fire he stood out as the perfect 
fighting animal: cold, cunning, ruthless, untiring, quick of decision 
[and] incredibly brave.'? A fellow officer remembered: "He was 
the body and soul of war.” 
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Rommel quickly rejoined the 124th Infantry and fought in Bel- 
gium and France, at Verdun and the Argonne. He was wounded 
in late 1914 but returned to the trenches in early 1915 as com- 
mander of the 4th Company. Then, in September 1915, he was pro- 
moted to first lieutenant and named C.O., 2nd Company, in the 
elite Wuerttemberg Mountain Battalion, which was then forming. 
He led this company in Rumania and Italy in 1917, with what one 
of his platoon leaders called "a holy zeal."^ He proved to have an 
uncanny instinct for fighting and improvisation. In the October 
1917 struggle for Monte Matajur in the Italian Alps, he captured 
9,000 Italians and 81 guns in three separate actions over a 48-hour 
period.5 For this incredible feat he was promoted to captain and 
awarded the coveted Pour le Merite. He spent the rest of the war 
in Germany in staff assignments. 

Rommel went on leave in the winter of 1916/17 and married 
Lucie Mollin, a language student he met in Danzig in 1912. They 
remained together, happily married, until his death twenty-eight 
years later. They had one child, a son named Manfred, who was 
born on Christmas Eve, 1928. 

Rommel's career in the Reichsheer era was not extraordinary. 
He commanded the 32nd Internal Security Company in Muenster- 
land and Westphalia during the civil disturbances of 1919-20, and 
then the 2nd Company, 13th Infantry Regiment, at Stuttgart. He 
remained there until 1929, when he was sent to the Infantry School 
at Dresden as an instructor. He was not promoted to major until 
after 1930.6 

In 1933, Rommel was named C.O, II Battalion, 17th (Mountain) 
Infantry Regiment, at Goslar. After this successful command, he 
was promoted to lieutenant colonel and sent to the War Academy 
at Postdam in 1935 as an instructor. Here he was attached to the 
Hitler Youth as a military advisor, until he clashed with Hitler 
Youth leader Baldur von Schirach over the latter's efforts to mili- 
tarize Germany's young people. In one argument, Rommel bluntly 
told the lifelong civilian that if he were determined to train sol- 
diers, he should first learn to be a soldier himself! Tact was never 
Rommel's strong suit. Schirach arranged for Rommel's immediate 
return to the War Academy 

Rommel, the son and grandson of teachers, was an excellent 
instructor. While at Dresden he wrote Infantry in the Attack, based 
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on his lectures about his World War I experiences.’ To his astonish- 
ment, it was a bestseller in Nazi Germany, and the Swiss Army 
even adopted it as a training manual. Chancellor Hitler also read 
it and was impressed. He had Rommel attached to his escort dur- 
ing the Nuremberg Party Rallies of 1936, and the two hit it off well. 
Rommel, who was always politically naive, supported the Fuehrer 
until 1943, when he learned of the atrocities the Nazis were com- 
mitting and of Hitler's personal involvement in them, but this is 
getting ahead of our story. 

In 1938, Rommel was named commander of the Infantry School 
at Wiener Neustadt, south of Vienna, in what was formerly Aus- 
tria. This was the happiest period of his military career, he later 
declared. The duty was both challenging and rewarding, and the 
countryside beautiful. He dearly loved to go on outings with his 
wife and son and took up a new hobby: photography. His tenure 
here, however, was interrupted by temporary duty assignments 
as commander of the Fuehrergleitbataillon, Hitler's personal 
bodyguard, during the Sudeten and Czech crises. Hitler promoted 
him to major general on August 23, 1939? Nine days later the pan- 
zers crossed the Polish frontier, and the Second World War began. 

As commander of the Fuehrer's bodyguard battalion in Poland, 
Erwin Rommel observed the blitzkrieg firsthand. He saw that 
mechanized warfare was the wave of the future. Although he had 
spent his entire twenty-nine-year career in the infantry, he 
decided his future lay in the armored branch. He asked Hitler for 
a command. Hitler, in turn, asked him what type of command he 
wanted. Rommel asked for a panzer division. 

"That was an immoderate request on my part," Rommel recalled 
later. "I did not belong to the armored branch of the service, and 
there were many generals who had a much stronger claim to a 
command of this nature.” Hitler nevertheless gave Rommel 
command of the 7th Panzer (formerly 2nd Light) Division in Feb- 
ruary 1940, replacing Lieutenant General Georg Stumme. 

Seventh Panzer was one of the worst-equipped armored forma- 
tions in the Wehrmacht. It had only three tank battalions (as 
opposed to the normal 1940 contingent of four battalions per 
panzer division) and was outfitted mainly with captured Czech 
T-38 tanks, which weighed only about nine tons, against the 
twenty-three-ton PzKw III, the standard main battle panzer. The 
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T-38s were virtually useless against the much heavier British and 
French tanks. Rommel's men were in little better shape than his 
armor. They were from Thuringia, a province not noted for pro- 
ducing good soldiers. "Most of my officers are very comfortably 
inclined," Rommel wrote his wife, “and some are downright 
flabby.”!! Rommel set about correcting the sorry state of his new 
command. Training intensified, discipline improved, and combat 
efficiency increased remarkably. When the 7th Panzer crossed into 
Belgium on May 10, 1940, it was ready for what lay ahead. 

In the West, Rommel pushed his men forward ruthlessly. The 
7th Panzer suffered a higher rate of casualties than any other 
German division in the campaign. It breached the Meuse, pene- 
trated the Belgian frontier extension of the Maginot Line, overran 
the 1st French Armored and 4th North African divisions, repulsed 
the major British counterattack of the campaign at Arras, smashed 
the 31st French Motorized Division at Fecamp, and captured the 
ports of St. Valery and Cherbourg, including the bulk of the 51st 
British Infantry Division and its commander. In six weeks, Rommel 
lost 2,594 men killed, wounded, and captured. During the same 
period he took 97,468 prisoners, shot down fifty-two aircraft, de- 
stroyed fifteen on the ground and captured a dozen more. He 
captured the commander of the French Atlantic Fleet, four other 
admirals, at least seventeen generals, 277 guns, sixty-four antitank 
guns, 458 tanks and armored cars, 4,000 to 5,000 trucks, 1,500 to 
2,000 cars, at least 1,500 horse-drawn vehicles, and tons of supplies 
and equipment.!? Erwin Rommel had indeed distinguished him- 
self and proved that he was a master of the blitzkrieg. He had also 
convinced the Fuehrer that he was capable of handling an inde- 
pendent command. 


IN DECEMBER 1940, British Lieutenant General Sir Richard O'Connor's 
Western Desert Force (31,000 men) attacked General Mario Berti's 
10th Italian Army in western Egypt. The entire Italian army col- 
lapsed like a house of cards. In less than two months O'Connor 
swept across Egypt into Libya, overran Cyrenica, captured Bardia, 
Tobruk, Derna, and Benghazi, and destroyed ten Italian divisions. 
Mussolini lost 130,000 men, 1,300 guns, 400 tanks, and 150 aircraft. 
All that remained of the Italian Empire in North Africa by February 
3, 1941, was a demoralized garrison at Tripoli. This also would 
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THE NORTH AFRICAN THEATER, 1941-43. This sector was domi- 
nated by the leadership of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel until his 
defeat at El Alamein in early November 1942. Trapped between 
the British and Americans, the last German unit in North Africa sur- 


rendered in Tunisia on May 12, 1943. Rommel had been ordered 
to return to Germany in March. 
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have fallen if Churchill had listened to General Sir Archibald 
Wavell, the theater commander in the Middle East. The British 
prime minister, however, sent the best of O'Connor's troops to 
Greece, where they were thoroughly trounced by List's Twelfth 
Army two months later. Adolf Hitler also had some moves to make. 
He realized that the loss of North Africa was not important in itself, 
but that its capture would free a dozen British divisions, which 
could destabilize his entire Mediterranean flank. He decided to 
send a panzer anda light division to Africa to tie them down. These 
divisions would be placed under a new corps—the Deutschland 
Afrika Korps (D.A.K.). He summoned one of his military favorites, 
Lieutenant General Erwin Rommel, to his headquarters at Staaken 
in early February and named him commander of the D.A.K. Map 
11 shows the locations of the Italian defeats and Rommel's sub- 
sequent battles in North Africa. 


ROMMEL’S EXPLOITS IN the desert are legendary. Realizing that the 
British were weak and badly positioned, he went over to the attack 
even before his second division arrived, even though he violated 
the direct orders of Field Marshal von Brauchitsch in the process. 
By doing so he was able to recapture Benghazi and destroy the 
British 2nd Armored Division piecemeal, as well as isolate the 
Australian 9th Infantry Division in Tobruk. Among his prisoners 
were Lieutenant-General Sir Philip Neame, the recently appointed 
Chief of the Cyrenican Command (formerly Western Desert 
Force), and Sir Richard O'Connor, whom Wavell had sent forward 
to "advise" Neame when his front began to collapse. Meanwhile, 
Rommel tried to take Tobruk by coup de main in mid-April and 
failed. Two weeks later he launched a prepared assault and failed 
again. The rest of the fierce desert battles of 1941 focused around 
Allied attempts to relieve this fortress. 

The Afrika Korps consisted of the 15th Panzer and 5th Light 
(later 21st Panzer) divisions. In the summer of 1941 it had the dual 
mission of containing the reinforced Australian 9th inside the 
fortress and defeating relief attempts from the west. The first such 
effort (Operation Battleaxe) was directed by Major General Sir 
Noel Beresford-Pierse, with the Indian 4th and British 7th Ar- 
moured divisions. Although outnumbered more than two to one, 
Rommel used the principles of mass and maneuver almost to 
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perfection, and defeated the British in a three-day battle from July 
15-17, 1941. Rommel lost about twenty-five tanks, against more 
than one hundred for the British. Hitler was so pleased that he 
promoted Rommel to general of panzer troops and gave him 
command of Panzer Group Afrika in July.!* Unfortunately for Ger- 
many, the Fuehrer would not send Rommel any of the reinforce- 
ments he requested, save for the 164th Infantry (later Light Afrika) 
Division in the summer of 1942. Hitler was preoccupied with the 
war in Russia until after it was too late to win the Desert War. 

Panzer Group Afrika consisted of the Afrika Korps and the then- 
organizing 90th Light Division, which was not fully motorized 
until early 1942. These were all the German forces Rommel had, 
except for a few miscellaneous GHQ units. The panzer group also 
included the Italian Ariete Armored Division, two Italian motor- 
ized divisions, and four Italian infantry divisions. These units were 
of marginal value at best, because Italian morale never recovered 
from the defeats of 1940/41. They still had to be supplied, however, 
and the British naval and air bases on the island of Malta con- 
tinually raided Rommel's supply lines. The Desert Fox was never 
able to build up enough supplies to attack Tobruk again, and at 
one point the panzer group was threatened with starvation. Rom- 
mel faced the British winter offensive (Operation Crusader) with 
only 15 percent of the ammunition and fuel he needed. 

Operation Crusader lasted from November 18 to December 7, 
1941, and was one of the most confusing battles of the Second 
World War. The British 8th Army attacked Rommel with five 
motorized infantry divisions and an armored division, plus three 
armored and twó motorized brigades. They had 748 tanks against 
his 249 panzers and 146 nearly useless Italian tanks.'6 Rommel still 
managed to defeat the initial attacks, but lost the battle when he 
became too impressed with his local successes and led a fruitless 
raid into Egypt with the Afrika Korps, giving the British time to 
recover. Allied losses were much heavier until this point, but the 
Siege of Tobruk was broken on December 5, after 242 days. Three 
days later Rommel retreated from Cyrenica, having lost all but 
twenty-six of his panzers." 

The British thought Rommel was finished after Operation Cru- 
sader and began building up for the final drive on Tripoli. The 
Desert Fox, however, had a surprise for them. In early January 


182 Hitler's Field Marshals and Their Battles 


1942, a naval convoy carrying fifty-five panzers and tons of other 
supplies got by Malta, thanks largely to the efforts of Kesselring's 
2nd Air Fleet.!® On January 21 Rommel struck the Allies before they 
could complete their buildup, swamping the 201st Guard Brigade 
and half of the British 1st Armoured Division in the British assem- 
bly areas. He recaptured Benghazi and pursued the British to the 
Gazala Line, where he halted due to a lack of supplies. For this 
success, Hitler promoted Rommel to colonel general in January 
1942, having upgraded his command to Panzer Army Afrika a few 
days before.'? 

After the drive to Gazala, a lull descended on the North African 
theater, while both sides built up supplies for the next attack. 
Rommel struck first, as usual. He was outnumbered 333 to 900 in 
tanks (excluding 228 worthless Italian tanks), ten to one in ar- 
mored cars,? eight to five in artillery, and six to five and a half 
in aircraft?! The battle lasted from May 26 to June 12. At one point 
the Afrika Korps was surrounded because Rommel advanced too 
rapidly and got himself cut off. Despite the odds, however, Rom- 
mel broke through the heavily mined Gazala Line, outmaneu- 
vered and outfought the Allies, and nearly destroyed the 8th 
Army.? Hardly allowing his exhausted men a pause, the Desert 
Fox pursued his defeated enemies to Tobruk, which he finally 
captured on June 21, with a bag of 32,000 prisoners. The next day 
a grateful Fuehrer promoted him to field marshal. 

At age fifty, Rommel was the youngest marshal in the Army. 
He had reached the peak of his military career. He celebrated by 
eating a can of pineapple and drinking a well-watered glass of 
captured whisky. "Hitler has made me a field marshal,” Rommel 
wrote his wife that night. "I would much rather he had given me 
one more division.?? 

After Tobruk, Rommel had only forty-four operational panzers 
left.2* Despite his weakness, he invaded Egypt. Rommel felt that 
if he could strike quickly enough he could seize Alexandria and 
Cairo and win a decisive victory in the desert before the battered 
British 8th Army could recover. He was almost successful in pull- 
ing it off; however, he was halted at El Alamein, only sixty miles 
from Alexandria. 

There were actually two battles of El Alamein. In the first, Rom- 
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mel tried to break through to the Nile at full throttle, but failed. 
Then General Sir Claude Auchinleck, the 8th Army's latest com- 
mander, changed British tactics. Instead of concentrating against 
the Germans as before, Auchinleck struck only at Italian units. 
Mussolini's new Roman legions broke almost every time, and 
Rommel was forced to use the Afrika Korps as a fire brigade, 
rushing from point to point to restore the front. Each time it was 
left weaker than before. Precious supplies were used up. Rommel 
was now a thousand miles from his main supply base (the Italian 
Navy would not use Tobruk because of the greater risk involved) 
and his supply lines collapsed almost completely. 

By now, the Afrika Korps subsisted almost entirely on supplies 
captured in the Gazala Line-Tobruk battles. Some 85 percent of 
Rommel’s transport vehicles, for example, had been manufactured 
in the United Kingdom or in Detroit. The Desert Fox repulsed ten 
attacks in the period of July 5-27. British losses were heavy, but 
Rommel had reached the end of his rope. On July 26, his heavy 
artillery fired its last shell, and the medium artillery only con- 
tinued firing because it had equipped itself with captured British 
_ guns and was using captured British shells. Rommel decided to 
retreat if the British attacked again, but they were equally ex- 
hausted. Stalemate once again set in on the African Front. 

In the last half of August 1942, the Allies off-loaded 500,000 tons 
of supplies in North Africa, as opposed to 13,000 for the Axis: a 
supply imbalance of 38 to one. The Royal Air Force had swept the 
Luftwaffe from the skies, and Rommel had only enough fuel for 
a panzer advance of eighty miles. The British had more than seven 
hundred tanks to range against Rommel's 259 worn panzers, giv- 
ing them an overall superiority of nearly three to one. Most of 
Rommel's tanks came from the repair shops and were in need of 
complete overhauls, but this was not possible in the summer of 
1942. The British had won the battle of supplies and were increas- 
ing their superiority in all categories every day. Rommel decided 
to launch one more attack, before the British grew too strong for 
him to attack at all. 

Rommel's new opponent, General Sir Bernard Law Niortai 
ery (the fifth 8th Army commander in less than a year) was waiting 
for just such an offensive. In the Battle of Alam Halfa Ridge (August 
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30-September 2), he destroyed forty-nine panzers (and lost sixty- 
seven tanks himself)? and turned back the Desert Fox’s last 
attempt to break the El Alamein line. 

Erwin Rommel was now a sick man. Exhausted by a year and 
a half in the harsh environment of the Sahara Desert, suffering 
froin desert sores, chronic stomach and intestinal catarrh, cir- 
culatory problems, and symptoms of exhaustion, as well as liver 
trouble, he left for Semmering, a mountain resort near Vienna, on 
September 23.7 He was replaced by General Georg Stumme. 

Apparently Hitler intended to let Rommel recover, then give 
him a command in Russia. However, when Montgomery began 
his long-awaited offensive on October 23, Stumme was reported 
missing in action. The next evening, Hitler telephoned Rommel 
and asked him to return to Africa. Meanwhile, Stumme’s body was 
found; he had died of a heart attack. 

Montgomery’s superiority at El Alamein was overwhelming: 
four to one over the Germans in men, five to one in tanks and 
artillery, three to one in antitank guns and four to one in opera- 
tional aircraft when the offensive began.28 Rommel did a magnifi- 
cent job in holding him up for more than a week of constant 
combat. Finally, however, the Afrika Korps was down to thirty- 
five tanks. The once-mighty 15th Panzer Division was all but 
wiped out, reduced to a strength of zero tanks and seven guns. 
On the night of November 2/3, Rommel admitted defeat and 
ordered a general retreat. Much to his surprise, Hitler sent him 
a dispatch, commanding him to "stand fast, yield not a yard of 
ground, and throw every gun and every man into the battle.'?? 

Rommel was flabbergasted. Hitler had never interfered in his 
tactical operations before. As a soldier, Rommel felt compelled to 
obey the Fuehrer's order, a decision that cost him more than half 
of his remaining panzers, the Ariete Armored Division (which was 
encircled) and the entire Italian X Infantry Corps. Rommel ordered 
a retreat without Hitler's permission the next evening. 

Until then, Rommel’s relationship with Hitler had been good. 
El Alamein was the turning point. From then on, it deteriorated 
steadily. At Fuehrer Headquarters, Rommel was treated to the 
same scenes as Keitel and some of the others: charges of defeatism, 
screaming fits, temper tantrums, violent outbursts of hatred, and 
other forms of unreasonable and irrational behavior. Hitler even 
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went so far as to question the courage of the Afrika Korps, where- 
upon Rommel walked out of the room. Later, he became more 
outspoken. When Hitler insisted that Rommel's men stand and 
die rather than retreat from a tactically hopeless situation, Rommel 
asked him why the Fuehrer or some of his entourage didn't come 
to the front and show them how to do it. 


ROMMEL RETREATED, AGAINST Orders, on November 4, a decision that 
Hitler ratified after the fact. Rommel only got his army out of Egypt 
because Montgomery pursued him so slowly. After the British and 
Americans landed in Morocco and Algeria, Rommel wanted to 
abandon North Africa altogether and use his panzer army to 
defend Sicily and Italy. Instead, Hitler sent an entire army (the 
5th Panzer under Colonel General Hans Juergen von Arnim) to 
Tunisia, even though he could not properly supply it. Hitler could 
not seem to support a winning cause nor abandon a lost one. 

The Desert Fox conducted a brilliant, one thousand mile retreat 
and got the remnants of the Afrika Korps to Tunisia in early 1943. 
Here he briefly commanded Army Group Afrika (5th Panzer Army 
and the 1st German-Italian Panzer Army, as his old command was 
renamed in early 1943). He turned on the Allies and administered 
the Americans a startling defeat in a surprise attack at Kasserine 
Pass in late February 1943. He was less successful when he 
attacked the prepared defenses of the 8th Army at Medenine on 
March 6, losing fifty panzers without destroying any British 
tanks—his worst tactical defeat in North Africa. Hitler then sent 
him on sick leave, and Erwin Rommel left Africa for the last time 
on March 9.3 Hitler decorated him with the Knights’ Cross with 
Oak Leaves, Swords and Diamonds, and sent him off in unofficial 
disgrace.?! 

Rommel recovered his health in semiretirement while Army 
Group Afrika collapsed in early May, just as he had predicted it 
would. In the end, some units used Tunisian wine for fuel due to 
the absence of gasoline or diesel. Germany lost 130,000 men in the 
Tunisian debacle, including some of its best warriors. Hitler sum- 
moned Rommel to Fuehrer Headquarters as the agony neared its 
end. “I should have listened to you,” he confessed.? Erwin Rom- 
mel was out of the doghouse. Hitler took him out of his semire- 
tirement and eventually named him C-in-C of Army Group B in 
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Munich. He was in charge of the German forces in northern Italy 
and briefly shared German authority in that country with Kessel- 
ring, whose Army Group C was stationed in southern Italy and 
Sicily. This arrangement did not work and, since Kesselring's 
notions of defense more closely coincided with Hitler's own, the 
Fuehrer pulled Rommel's HQ out of Italy. While deciding on 
Rommel's future employment, Hitler sent him on an inspection 
tour of the Atlantic Wall, as the coastal defenses of Denmark, the 
Low Countries, and France were called. This zone was part of the 
responsibility of Field Marshal von Rundstedt, the C-in-C, West 
(OB West). 

Rommel was not at all satisfied with the coastal defenses. He 
was convinced that defeating the Allied invasion of 1944 would 
be Germany's last chance to win the war, and he wanted to con- 
tribute to that defeat. Rundstedt, on the other hand, feared that 
Rommel had been sent west to replace him. The two marshals met 
in late December and reached an agreement. On December 30, 
Rundstedt proposed that HQ, Army Group B, be placed under OB 
West, where it would control the 7th and 15th armies and the 
German Armed Forces Netherlands. Hitler was hardly overjoyed 
by the idea, for he apparently wanted to use Rommel in the East, 
but he finally agreed to it. Rommel had received his largest and 
last command. 

Army Group B initially consisted of twenty-four infantry and 
five Luftwaffe field divisions under eight corps headquarters, 
extending from the Netherlands to south of Brittany. It did not 
have a single panzer division, which led to the major strategic 
debate of the campaign: where to position the ten panzer and 
panzer grenadier divisions in OB West's reserve. Rommel argued 
that they must be posted near the coast, where they would be 
in a position to launch immediate counterattacks against the 
Allied landings. Rundstedt, backed by his chief armor advisor, 
General Baron Leo von Geyr von Schweppenburg, wanted to keep 
his tanks in a central reserve, so they would be in a position to 
fight the decisive battle somewhere in the interior of France. 

Rommel realized that the days of the great panzer victories were 
over. Of all the top generals in France and Germany, he alone had 
experienced Anglo-American air power first hand. He knew that 
if the Allies were allowed to establish themselves in Europe, the 
Germans would never succeed in dislodging them. If this hap- 
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pened, the fall of the Third Reich was only a matter of time. The 
only chance Germany had left, therefore, was to attack the Allies 
on the beachhead while they were still vulnerable. He concluded 
that the first twenty-four hours of the invasion would be decisive. 
Much to his frustration, however, Rommel was unable to convince 
Rundstedt, Geyr von Schweppenburg, or many of his own subor- 
dinates of the correctness of his views. 

Confronted by these two different schools of thought, Hitler 
should have chosen between them. Unfortunately for Nazi Ger- 
many, he compromised and chose them both. He assigned 2nd, 21st, 
and 116th Panzer divisions to Army Group B, the 9th, 11th, and 2nd 
55 Panzer divisions to newly activated Army Group G in south- 
ern France, and left the 1st SS Panzer, 12th SS Panzer, 17th SS 
Panzer Grenadier, and Panzer Lehr divisions under Panzer Group 
West, in reserve. No one was satisfied with this arrangement: 
Rommel still did not have enough armor to carry out his defensive 
designs, and Rundstedt lost six of the ten divisions in his mobile 
reserve. In other words, Hitler ruined Rundstedt's plans but did 
not give Rommel the forces he needed to carry out his own. 


` THE FIRST GERMAN to correctly pick Normandy as the site of the 
Allied invasion was Adolf Hitler. Rommel also came around to this 
view for more scientific reasons: he analyzed the pattern of Allied 
pre-invasion bombing and concluded that they were trying to 
isolate Normandy. In the month of May 1944 alone, he reinforced 
the 7th Army in this sector with the 91st Air Landing Division, 
the 6th Parachute Regiment, the 101st Stellungswerfer (Rocket- 
Launcher) Regiment, and the 206th Panzer, 100th Panzer Re- 
placement, 17th Machine Gun, and 7th Army Sturm battalions.? 
Rommel also asked OKW to move the Panzer Lehr Division and 
the III Flak Corps to positions between the Orne and the Vire, the 
12th SS Panzer Division to the Vire, and a rocket-launching 
brigade west of the Orne. All of his appeals were opposed by 
Rundstedt and subsequently rejected by Hitler and the High 
Command. "They would have been exactly in the right places to 
counter the invasion," Admiral Ruge moaned later.?* 

Rommel also prepared for the invasion by making the coastal 
defenses as close to impenetrable as possible. By May 20, his men 
had laid 4,193,167 mines in less than five months— more than twice 
the number OB West had laid in the previous three years. He had 
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also erected 517,000 offshore obstacles, thousands of antiglider 
obstacles, and thousands of tank traps, dummy positions, strong- 
points, and machine-gun nests. "About all that was missing from 
Rommel's medieval arsenal of weapons were crucibles of molten 
lead to pour down on the attackers," Cornelius Ryan wrote, "and 
in a way he had the modern equivalent: automatic flame 
throwers.”’36 

The constant work, arguments, and inspection tours had taken 
their toll on Rommel, and by June 4 he needed a rest. Checking 
the meteorological forecasts, he learned that the weather in the 
English Channel for the next several days was anything but 
favorable for an invasion. He then left his HO for Germany, where 
he planned to spend a couple of days at home on leave and then 
see Hitler, to personally ask for more reinforcements. It was a fatal 
mistake. 

On June 6, 1944, the Allies landed on five separate beaches in 
Normandy. They attacked with three airborne and six reinforced 
infantry divisions against two understrength German infantry 
divisions (the 352nd and 709th). The defenders struggled fiercely 
to check the Allies at the water's edge and did cause them signifi- 
cant delays, but in the end they were all but destroyed. Without 
Rommel, command paralysis gripped the German side. Only one 
panzer division (the rebuilt 21st) managed to counterattack that 
day, and it was badly directed. Erwin Rommel, at home in Ger- 
many, did not learn of the invasion until 10:15 AM, three hours 
and forty-five minutes after the landings began. "How stupid of 
me, how stupid of me," was his only comment.? He had missed 
the most important battle of his military career. 

Rommel arrived back in France that night and for the next three 
days struggled to restore his front. On June 9—at least two days 
too late—he launched his counterattack with the 21st Panzer, 12th 
SS Panzer, and Panzer Lehr divisions, under Headquarters, Panzer 
Group West. The spearheads came within three miles of the coast, 
but were halted by four British divisions and overwhelming Allied 
air and naval support. HQ, Panzer Group West was knocked out 
by enemy bombers; General Geyr von Schweppenburg was 
seriously wounded, and his chief of staff, Major General Ritter und 
Elder Sigismund-Hellmut von Dawans, was killed, as was his 
operations officer and other key personnel.?® The group headquar- 
ters had to be withdrawn from the battle, and Rommel went over 
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to the defensive all along the line. No other major counterattacks 
were attempted until August (see chapter 16). 

For six bloody weeks Rommel contained the Allies in the hedge- 
row country of Normandy. "The Germans are staying in there just 
by the guts of their soldiers," U.S. Major General Raymond Barton 
commented in mid-July. "We outnumber them ten to one in 
infantry, fifty to one in artillery, and by an infinite number in the 
air.” Just as in North Africa, Erwin Rommel was getting the 
maximum effort from his men; just as in Africa, it was not enough. 

Until D-Day, Hitler expected the invasion in Normandy. As 
soon as the Allies touched ground, however, he decided that the 
Normandy landings were just a diversion, and that the real inva- 
sion would come in the Pas de Calais sector, in the zone of the 
15th Army. Rommel could not persuade him to release the infantry 
units of the 15th Army for the Battle of Normandy; meanwhile, 
the weaker 7th Army and Panzer Group West were bleeding to 
death in the hedgerow country. On July 15 he sent Hitler what 
amounted to an ultimatum, calling on him to draw the proper 
conclusions and strongly implying that he should end the war. 
. "I have given him his last chance," Rommel said. “If he does not 
take it, we will act!" 

Rommel was by now deeply involved in the anti-Hitler conspir- 
acy. Although he naively opposed killing Hitler, he did want to 
arrest the dictator and put him on trial for his crimes. Alone of 
the field marshals still in active command, he was ready to play 
an active part in deposing the Nazi regime. He even succeeded 
in getting SS General Sepp Dietrich, the commander of the II SS 
Panzer Corps, to agree to follow only his (Rommel's) orders in case 
of an anti-Nazi coup. 

Unfortunately, fate took Army Group B out of Rommel's hands. 
On July 17 he was critically wounded in the head by shells from 
an enemy fighter-bomber. Not expected to live through the night, 
he nevertheless survived and eventually returned home to Herr- 
lingen, a village in his native Swabia, near Ulm, where he had 
moved his family in late 1943. (The Luftwaffe had built a major 
aircraft factory at Wiener Neustadt, and Rommel correctly feared 
that the town would be bombed.) 

Meanwhile, the Gestapo (and thus Hitler) had learned of Rom- 
mel's involvement in the conspiracy, which ended in the unsuc- 
cessful assassination attempt of July 20. On October 14 Army 
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Personnel Chief Lieutenant General Wilhelm Burgdorf and his 
deputy, Major General Ernst Maisel, appeared at Rommel's home, 
after quietly surrounding the place with SS men. They offered the 
Desert Fox a choice: suicide or a trial before the People's Court. 
Rommel chose the trial. Then the OKH officers pointed out the 
consequences to his family, if he chose the trial, under the doctrine 
of collective family responsibility. If he committed suicide, how- 
ever, they promised him a state funeral with full honors, plus 
safety and a pension for his wife and son. They had a poison 
capsule with them, they said, and his death would be quick and 
painless. For his family's sake, Rommel chose the poison. After a 
brief farewell to Lucie and Manfred, Rommel drove off with the 
generals. He was reported dead on arrival at the Wagnerschule 
Reserve Hospital in Ulm. The cause of his death was officially listed 
as a brain seizure. 

Hitler kept his end of the bargain, and the surviving Rommels 
were not molested by the Nazis. The field marshal received his 
state funeral. His body was cremated to remove all traces of his 
murder, and his ashes were buried in a corner of the graveyard 
of the village church at Herrlingen. Rommel was only fifty-two 
years old at the time of his suicide. 


TO CONDENSE THE career of a man I have written three books about 
into a single chapter is not an easy task. Erwin Rommel was a hero 
in many respects and always a man of action. He had his share 
of faults, but certainly it was his own talent that secured him one 
of the most exciting careers in modern military history. Many 
people rate him as the best of Hitler's field marshals. Certainly he 
was brilliant and remarkably courageous (he was wounded no 
fewer than six times), but he was also impetuous and bullheaded 
and sometimes too impressed with local successes. His achieve- 
ments in the face of tremendous odds have become legendary; his 
attacks were bold and daring and were driven home with reckless 
abandon. He has been given less credit for his abilities as a 
defensive commander, but in many ways Normandy was his best 
battle. Had he been given complete freedom of action, the success 
of the D-Day invasion becomes questionable. I believe he ranks 
just behind Manstein as the best German field marshal in the 
Second World War. 


SIEGMUND WILHELM LIST 


ONE OF THE least famous of Hitler's field marshals is Siegmund 
= Wilhelm List. He was born in Oberkirchberg, Wuerttemburg, a 
province in southwestern Germany, on May 14, 1880. The son of 
a doctor, he joined the Army as a Fahnenjunker (officer cadet) in 
the Bavarian 1st Engineer Battalion on July 15, 1898. Commis- 
sioned second lieutenant on March 7, 1900, he attended artillery 
and engineer schools and later became the adjutant of his parent 
battalion. In 1908 he was promoted to Oberleutnant (first lieutenant) 
and was sent to fhe War Academy, where he underwent General 
Staff training. He did a tour of fortification duty in the early 1910s, 
and was promoted to captain in 1914. He was on the Bavarian 
General Staff in Munich when the First World War broke out.! 
Captain List was assigned to the Bavarian II Corps for the first 
two years of the war. He fought on the Somme, at Ypres, in 
Flanders, at La Bassee and Amiens, on the Maas, and in the Battle 
of Mosel. He did not command Corporal Hitler's regiment on the 
Western Front, as some sources later believed (that was another 
List). In the summer of 1916 he was sent to the East, and served 
several months in the Balkans and with Turkish forces. Here he 
gained vital experience in southern European affairs—knowledge 
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that would be very useful to him later on. Following this tour of 
duty he returned to the Western Front in 1917, where he was the 
First General Staff Officer (Ia, or Operations Officer) of the Bavar- 
ian 8th Reserve Infantry Division. In January 1918 he was pro- 
moted to major and appointed an instructor with the Bavarian War 
Ministry, and was still in Munich when the war ended? 

Major List served briefly with the Freikorps in 1919 but was 
selected for the Reichsheer after the Treaty of Versailles was 
signed. He served on the General Staff of General Ritter Franz von 
Epp's 7th Infantry Division in Munich (1920-22), as the com- 
mander of a mountain infantry battalion (1922-23), on the staff of 
Wehrkreis VII (1924), and with the 19th Infantry Battalion (1924- 
25). He was promoted to lieutenant colonel by 1924 and in 1926 
was named Chief of the Army Organizations Department in the 
Reichswehr Ministry. Shortly thereafter he became a full colonel, 
and on November 1, 1930, he was promoted to major general and 
named commander of the Infantry School at Dresden.? 

Siegmund List first ran afoul of the Nazis in 1931. As CG of the 
Infantry School, he took disciplinary actions against Fahnenrich 
(cadets) who engaged in National Socialist political activities. 
Goerlitz believes that Hitler's dislike for him dated back to these 
incidents.‘ 

By 1932, List had the reputation of being a calm, cool, rational, 
methodical General Staff officer. "He was a clever, cool, and sound 
strategist—not an impulsive charger at closed doors, but a man 
who believed in sound planning and leadership and detested all 
military gambles.” He was considered a gentleman and even 
Heinz Guderian, his subordinate in France and a man famous for 
not getting along with his superiors, later remembered List 
warmly and spoke of his “chivalrous nature.” 

List was promoted to lieutenant general in 1932 and given com- 
mand of the 4th Infantry Division. On October 1, 1935, he was 
again promoted (to general of infantry) and given his third straight 
assignment at Dresden: commander of Wehrkries IV. This military 
district initially included the 4th, 14th, and 24th Infantry divisions 
and Frontier Zone Command 5. List was now eighth on the Army’s 
all-important seniority list, behind Blomberg, Fritsch, Rundstedt, 
Leeb, Bock, Liebmann, and Adam.” 

General List enhanced his chances for future promotion by 
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coming down solidly on Hitler's side during the Blomberg-Fritsch 
crisis. He thus escaped the Brauchitsch purge of 1938 and was in 
line for a higher post. He assumed command of Army Group 2 
at Kassel in February, replacing Ritter von Leeb, who had been 
forced into retirement.? 

List was not destined to hold his new post for long. The Anschluss 
took place on March 12, 1938, and Austria was incorporated into 
the Third Reich. The occupation forces were commanded by Gen- 
eral Fedor von Bock, an arrogant Prussian who quickly offended 
Austrian sensibilities. A change in command was definitely in 
order. List, a man with experience in East European affairs and 
with considerable diplomatic talent, was selected to set up the new 
Army Group 5, headquartered in Vienna. 

From Hitler's point of view, List was a happy choice. He orga- 
nized Austria into two military districts (XVII and XVIII, at Vienna 
and Salzburg, respectively). Wehrkreis XVII controlled the two 
Austrian infantry divisions (the 44th and 45th), while Wehrkreis 
XVIII directed the 2nd and 3rd Mountain divisions. The 4th Light 
was created from Austrian cavalry units, and the 2nd Panzer— 
which had accompanied Bock to Austria—remained in Vienna. 
Like the 4th Light, it came directly under army group control? 

List’s HQ was temporarily designated 14th Army and ear- 
marked for the invasion of Czechoslovakia in the fall of 1938. After 
the Munich accords, he directed the occupation of southern Mora- 
via. By now looked upon as definitely pro-Nazi, he was promoted 
to colonel general on April 1, 1939, at the age of fifty-nine.! 

For the invasion of Poland, List's 14th Army occupied the south- 
ern flank of the German Army. His four corps (VIII, XVII, XVIII, 
and XXII) controlled an odd assortment of divisions: 2nd and 5th 
Panzer; 4th Light, 8th, 28th, 44th, 45th; and 7th Infantry, and 1st, 
2nd, and 3rd Mountain—eleven divisions in all. List did a good 
job of overcoming Polish defenses in the mountains, taking 
Krakow and Lvov and covering the right flank of the main attack 
force under Reichenau. After the invasion his HQ was redesig- 
nated Frontier Army Command South, and List was simultane- 
ously named Military Government Commander, Krakov.!! He was 
relieved of this assignment about a month later, and given com- 
mand of the newly formed 12th Army for the upcoming invasion 
of France. 
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For that invasion, List had six infantry divisions, 1st Mountain 
Division, and Panzer Group Kleist—five tank divisions under 
Guderian's XIX and Reinhardt's XLI Motorized Corps." List left 
the direction of the main armored thrust to Kleist, Guderian, and 
Reinhardt, and concentrated his energies on bringing up his infan- 
try to secure the "Panzer Corridor" to the English Channel. He 
moved his forces with such speed that he once more advanced 
his reputation within the Army.? His most famous success in the 
campaign, however, was a diplomatic one. Hitler, fearful of his too- 
quick victory, ordered his armored spearhead to halt just after it 
scored the decisive breakthrough at Sedan, to await the arrival 
of the infantry. Guderian ignored the order, which led to an angry 
clash with Kleist on May 17, 1940, during which Guderian resigned 
his command. He turned his corps over to his senior divisional 
commander (Lieutenant General Rudolf Veiel of the 2nd Panzer) 
and was on the point of flying to Army Group A Headquarters 
when Colonel General von Rundstedt sent him a dispatch. He was 
to remain where he was; General List was en route to the XIX 
Corps to settle the dispute. 

List's solution to the problem was to evade the Fuehrer's order. 
Corps Headquarters was to remain where it was, he said, but 
Guderian was allowed to conduct "reconnaissances-in-force" if he 
wanted to. List knew that Guderian would interpret this order in 
his own way: it was tantamount to resuming the advance." Guder- 
ian kept his command and reached the English Channel on May 
20, trapping the main British, French, and Belgian forces to the 
north. 

While the Dunkirk Pocket was being eliminated, List faced the 
French armies to the south, guarding the Panzer Corridor against 
a counteroffensive that never came and securing important 
bridgeheads for the second phase of the operation. For 12th Army, 
this phase began on June 9. List now controlled III, XIII, XXIII, and 
XVII Corps plus Panzer Group Guderian (XXXIX Motorized and 
XLI Motorized Corps)—twelve infantry, four panzer, and three 
motorized divisions in all.!5 

List has been criticized —and rightly so—for insisting that his 
infantry divisions secure the bridgeheads across the Aisne River 
on June 9, before committing the panzer forces. His plan, although 
successful, led to unnecessary confusion and road congestion and 
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would have been dangerous had not France already been on the 
verge of collapse.!° Despite his poor initial handling of his armor, 
List's men broke the Weygand Line, enveloped the Maginot Line, 
and advanced all the way to the Swiss frontier. On July 19, less 
than a month after the French capitulated, Siegmund Wilhelm List 
was promoted to field marshal. 


LIST’S NEXT ASSIGNMENT was in the Balkans, where Greece was at war 
with Italy and Mussolini needed help from his German ally. In 
February 1941, List skillfully drew up an agreement with the Bul- 
garians, allowing German troops to attack Greece's northern flank 
from their territory. The Germans were about to launch their 
offensive when, during the night of March 26/27, a coup took place 
in Yugoslavia. Prince Paul was deposed and replaced by an anti- 
Nazi junta under General Richard D. Simovic, the former com- 
mander of the Yugoslav Air Force. List had to quickly revise his 
plans to secure his right flank and assist General Baron von 
Weichs's 2nd Army in the invasion of Yugoslavia. 

In Operation Marita, as the Greek invasion was called, List faced 
the Greek 2nd Army (70,000 men), which concentrated in the 
strongly fortified 125-mile long Metaxas Line, north and east of 
Salonika. Its eastern flank was covered by the Yugoslav 5th Army 
and the Greek 20th Infantry Division, screening the Greco- 
Yugoslav frontier. Meanwhile, the British were rushing reinforce- 
ments to Greece from North Africa. Assembling north of Mount 
Olympus, the Australian I Corps consisted of the Australian 6th 
and New Zealand 2nd divisions and the 1st Tank Brigade of the 
British 2nd Armoured Division, all of which were initially in 
reserve. It was in a position to block a German thrust down the 
Aliakmon Valley west of Mount Olympus should List succeed in 
outflanking the Metaxas Line. To the west of the British, the bulk 
ofthe Greek forces (fourteen divisions) were concentrating against 
the Italian 11th Army in Albania. The Yugoslav 3rd Army (four 
divisions) was also concentrating on the Albanian border for a 
joint Greek-Yugoslav offensive against the Italians." Map 12 
shows the Allied dispositions and List's subsequent attack. 

For the invasion of Greece, List had only XL Panzer Corps 
(General Georg Stumme), with the 9th Panzer and 73rd Infantry 
divisions, plus the reinforced 1st SS Motorized Regiment "Leib- 
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THE GREEK CAMPAIGN, 1941. Breaking through the Yugoslav 5th 
Army on April 6, Field Marshal Siegmund Wilhelm List was able 
to outflank the Australian | Corps, cut off the Greek Ist Army, and 
drive on Athens. Meanwhile, his infantry units took Salonika and 
compelled the Greek 2nd Army to surrender. By the end of the 
month Greece had been cleared of Allied forces. 
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standarte Adolf Hitler"; the XVIII Mountain Corps (General Franz 
Boehme), with the 2nd Panzer, 5th Mountain, 6th Mountain, and 
72nd Infantry divisions, plus the 125th Infantry Regiment; and the 
XXX Corps (General Otto Hartmann), with the 50th and 164th 
Infantry divisions. General Georg Lindemann's L Corps (46th, 
76th, and 198th Infantry divisions) was en route, and the 16th 
Panzer Division was in eastern Bulgaria, guarding against a possi- 
ble Turkish intervention on the Allies' behalf. Panzer Group Kleist 
also came under List's control initially, but since it was earmarked 
for the drive on Belgrade and was soon transferred to Weichs's 
2nd Army, it will not be considered here.!8 

Marita was List's masterpiece. He saw at a glance the weak link 
in the Allied plan was the Yugoslav 5th Army. Not waiting for L 
Corps to arrive, he struck the Yugoslavs on April 6, before they 
had time to complete their mobilization. Striking through the 
Strimon Valley against weak resistance, 2nd Panzer Division took 
Strumica by nightfall. It then wheeled south, flanking the Metaxas 
Line while the XXX Corps overran western Thrace and the XVIII 
Mountain Corps (minus 2nd Panzer Division) pinned down the 
Greek 2nd Army and penetrated the Metaxas Line in heavy fight- 
ing. When Salonika fell on April 9, the Greek 2nd Army was effec- 
tively surrounded. It surrendered the next day. Not wishing to 
be delayed by prisoners, List released all of the Greek soldiers. as 
soon as they had been disarmed.?? 

Meanwhile, XL Panzer Corps had also broken through the 
Yugoslav 5th Army. Instead of heading for the Aliakmon Valley, 
as the Allies anticipated, List ordered XL Panzer to attack through 
the Monastir Gap for Kozani, further west. This move would put 
him in a position to outflank the Australian I Corps and encircle 
the Greek 1st Army in southern Albania. To execute this maneu- 
ver, List demanded and received the transfer of the 5th Panzer 
Division from Panzer Group Kleist. It was assigned to Stumme, 
whose corps pivoted south, took the Monastir Gap on April 10, 
and headed for Kozani. The British tried to stop them in the hilly 
terrain near the village of Ptolemais, but were defeated by the 9th 
Panzer, losing thirty-two tanks and antitank guns and several 
trucks in the process. The Germans lost only two PzKw IVs, a 
PzKw I, and a PzKw II. Kozani fell the next morning, but the British 
retreated in an orderly manner.? 
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The Greek 1st Army realized its danger as early as April 13 and 
began evacuating southern Albania, with the Italian 11th Army 
pursuing them in a very hesitant manner. List was too fast for the 
Greek infantry, however. The 73rd Infantry Division cut off their 
retreat through the Pindus Mountains on April 15, and their encir- 
clement was completed on April 20, when the 1st SS Motorized 
Regiment seized the Metsovon Pass in heavy fighting. The Greek 
1st Army surrendered the next day. In recognition of their valor, 
List ordered that they not be treated as prisoners of war. Officers 
were permitted to keep their side arms, and the Greek soldiers 
were allowed to return to their homes as soon as they were dis- 
armed and their units demobilized.?! 

List’s terms created an international incident, for he had deliber- 
ately acted independently of the Italians. On April 21, an enraged 
Mussolini contacted Hitler and demanded, in blunt language, that 
the Greeks be forced to surrender to the Italians also. Mussolini 
had, after all, lost 63,000 men in his six-month war with the Greeks 
in Albania and still had 500,000 men in the field. Hitler reluctantly 
backed down and ordered Jodl to renounce List's actions. The 
Greeks had to undergo the humiliation of a second surrender 
ceremony at Salonika on April 23, in which they capitulated to 
the commander of the Italian 11th Army. Even then the Greek 
officers were allowed to retain their swords and daggers, despite 
the objections of the Italians.?? 

The Army was furious at Hitler for renouncing List's terms to 
save the faces of the Italiàns. Even Keitel opposed Hitler on this 
matter, although Foreign Minister von Ribbentrop supported the 
Fuehrer.? Meanwhile, 12th Army fought the battle of Greece to 
its logical conclusion. 

List, operating mainly on captured supplies, quickly regrouped 
his forces in an attempt to head off and destroy the only major 
Allied force still intact: the Australian I Corps. General Maitland 
Wilson, the commander of the British Expeditionary Force in 
Greece, had recognized his hopeless position, of course, and 
ordered the evacuation of Greece to begin on April 13. List at- 
tempted to cut off their retreat via a panzer thrust at Thermopylae, 
and an airborne drop of elements of the 2nd Parachute Regiment 
at the Isthmus of Corinth on April 26, but only succeeded in cut- 
ting off rear-guard units. Fifty thousand of the 62,500 man B.E.F. 
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made good their escape to the island of Crete in the eastern 
Mediterranean. They were, however, compelled to destroy most 
of their heavy equipment and the tanks of the 1st Tank Brigade, 
along with some 8,000 vehicles,?^ actions that enabled the German 
paratroopers to successfully launch an airborne attack on Crete 
the following month. Meanwhile, Athens fell on April 27, and the 
fighting ended on April 30. 

During the conquest of Greece, List captured 90,000 Yugoslavs, 
270,000 Greeks, and more than 12,000 British, Australian, and New 
Zealand soldiers.” His own casualties were 1,100 killed and 4,000 
wounded or missing. 

After the fall of Athens, 12th Army remained in Greece on occu- 
pation duty. Hitler appointed List Commander-in-Chief, South- 
east, on June 10, 1941, a post he held until October 15, when he 
apparently fell ill and was replaced by General of Engineers Walter 
Kuntze,” who was later succeeded by Colonel General Alexander 
Loehr (1942-43) and Field Marshal von Weichs (1943-45). Field 
MarshalList was without a command for nine months. During that 
period he investigated the situation on the German Arctic front 
in Lapland, Finland, and Norway, and made a number of far- 
reaching recommendations concerning coastal defense construc- 
tion, the strengthening of the coastal artillery defenses, and the 
improvement of inter-service communications.?® 


LIST'S FINAL CAMPAIGN began in late June 1942 when, as we have seen 
(chapter 6), Hitler divided Army Group South into Army Groups 
A and B, and sent them off in divergent directions. List took over 
the newly formed Headquarters, Army Group A, on June 26, two 
weeks before it became operational on July 9. Initially it consisted 
of 11th Army (Colonel General von Manstein), 4th Panzer Army 
(Colonel General Hoth), 1st Panzer Army (Colonel General von 
Kleist), and 17th Army (Colonel General Richard Ruoff). List's first 
mission was to seize Rostov, after which he was instructed to 
occupy the entire eastern coast of the Black Sea (thus eliminating 
the Soviet Black Sea Fleet), seize the Caucasus oil fields (especially 
Maikop and Groznyy), and advance to Baku, the oil city on the 
western coast of the Caspian Sea.? Meanwhile, 11th Army was 
to capture Sevastopol, the Soviet naval fortress on the south- 
western tip of the Crimean peninsula that had been under siege 
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since October 1941, while Army Group B (under Colonel General 
von Weichs) was to advance on the Volga and Stalingrad. 

List's forces were not as impressive as they initially appear, for 
he had to contend with both the vast spaces of Russia and Hitler's 
strategy, which had no focus anywhere. Sevastopol fell on July 
2, but rather than reinforce List or Weichs, the Fuehrer sent 11th 
Army to Army Group North, with the idea of attacking Leningrad. 
List stormed Rostov on July 23 and took 240,000 prisoners,*° but 
a week later had to hand 4th Panzer Army (minus General Baron 
Geyr von Schweppenburg's XL Panzer Corps) over to Army 
Group B for its thrust on the Volga! Table 3 shows List's order 
of battle as of August 12. 


Table 3 
ORDER OF BATTLE, ARMY GROUP A 
August 12, 1942 


Army Detachment Ruoff (HQ, 17th Army) 
3rd Rumanian Army (General Dumitrescu): three Rumanian 
cavalry divisions and 298th German Infantry division 
V Corps: 198th, 125th, 73rd, and 9th Infantry divisions 
1st Panzer Army (Kleist) 
XLIX Mountain Corps: 1st and 4th Mountain divisions and 
2nd Rumanian Mountain division 
LVII Panzer Corps: 5th SS Motorized division and the Slovak 
Security division 
III Panzer Corps: 16th Motorized and 19th Panzer divisions 
XLIV Corps: 97th and 101st Jaeger divisions 
XL Panzer Corps: 3rd and 23rd Panzer divisions 
LII Corps: 111th and 370th Infantry divisions 
Rear Area Command A: 444th and 454th Security divisions and 
4th Security Regiment 
Army Group Reserve: Grossdeutschland Motorized division and 
the Italian Tridentina Infantry division 
En Route to Army Group A: Italian Alpine Corps (two divisions) 
and 13th Rumanian Infantry division 
TOTAL STRENGTH: nineteen German divisions (six of them 
mobile) plus nine foreign divisions. 


Source: Kriegstagebuch des OKW, Volume II: 1378. 
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List was "unenthusiastic" about his mission. He had fewer than 
four hundred tanks and faced two full Soviet fronts (army groups), 
with two more in reserve. It was more than seven hundred miles 
from Rostov to Baku, and List's frontage was eight hundred miles 
long. Several rivers lay in his path, the steppe beyond them was 
virtually waterless, the terrain was difficult, the Russians had air 
superiority, and his vehicles were short on fuel before the advance 
began. To make matters worse, the Soviet leadership had aban- 
doned its 1941 practice of trying to hold everywhere; after Rostov, 
the Soviets continued to resist fiercely, but fell back quickly when 
threatened with encirclement.?? 

The Caucasus offensive began on July 25, 1942. Army Group A, 
with Ruoff on the left and Kleist on the right, crossed the lower 
reaches of the Don and advanced swiftly to the northern edge of 
the mountains. In temperatures of 100 degrees Fahrenheit, the 
infantry covered up to thirty miles a day at what General Plocher 
called "an incredibly fast pace," and soon established a bridgehead 
across the Kuban River. On August 10 they took Krasnodar, the 
capital of the Kuban region. That same day the panzers rolled into 
Maikop, the center of the western Caucasus oil district, only to 
find the oil installations in flames. They were now in Asia. On 
Áugust 22, a mountain detachment raised the Reich battle flag 
over the 18,481-foot summit of Mount Elbrus in the Caucasus. The 
Novorrossiysk naval base and the Taman peninsula fell on Sep- 
tember 6, the same day 1st Panzer Army crossed the Terek River 
in heavy fighting and advanced along the northern foothills of the 
Caucasus toward the Groznyy oil center.? 

Army Group A, however, had to slow its advance considerably 
in late August and was forced to go over to the defensive in early 
September due to heavy Soviet resistance and a lack of supplies. 
General Kurt von Tippelskirch later wrote: "Supply routes had 
become so long that the supply columns used up virtually all the 
fuel they could carry in order to cover the long distances. Finally, 
the paradoxical situation came about that camel caravans had to 
be pressed into service for transportation of fuel supplies.” 

Hitler summoned List to Vinnitsa on August 31 and was very 
upset when he discovered that List had brought only an un- 
marked small-scale map (1:1,000,000 scale) with him. Hitler ignored 
the fact that he himself had expressly forbidden generals to carry 
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marked maps with them on airplane flights. Hitler maintained a 
facade of friendliness and understanding in front of List, and even 
approved his plans to continue the advance across the Terek to 
the Groznyy oilfields; but as soon as the field marshal left he flew 
into a tirade against him. He also violently reprimanded Keitel and 
Halder for suggesting List's appointment in the first place.? 

Hitler had been reluctant to give List the army group from the 
outset, because he had never liked him. In early September he sent 
Jodl to the Caucasus sector to investigate List's conduct of opera- 
tions. When Jodl returned on September 7 and said, in effect, that 
the field marshal was doing all that could be done, Hitler turned 
on him violently. Much to the Fuehrer's surprise, Jodl replied in 
the same vein. Hitler was so furious that he decided to replace 
Jodl with Paulus as soon as the Battle of Stalingrad ended, and 
even considered court-martialing him. He also considered replac- 
ing Keitel with Kesselring, refused to eat with Jodl or Keitel again, 
as noted earlier, and would not shake hands with either of them 
for months. Because of his support for List, Colonel General Franz 
Halder, the chief of the General Staff of the Army, was sacked and 
ended the war in a concentration camp. 

Nothing, of course, could save List. Hitler sent Keitel to his HQ 
to obtain his resignation, which was dated September 9, 1942. 
Hitler temporarily assumed the role of Commander-in-Chief of 
Army Group A himself. Lieutenant General Hans von Greiffen- 
berg, List's chief of staff since the Balkans campaign, remained in 
the field as Hitler's executive officer. Eventually Kleist was given 
the vacant command. 

List retired into obscurity and was never reemployed. Arrested 
in 1945, he was tried by the American Military Tribunal at Nurem- 
berg as a minor war criminal and, in February 1948, was sentenced 
tolife imprisonment, chiefly for offenses committed in the Balkans 
and Greece. He was pardoned and released at Christmas 1952 and 
retired quietly. He died at Garminsch on June 18, 1971, at the age 
of ninety-one.? 


ALTHOUGH ONE OF the least famous of Hitler's military leaders, Field 
Marshal Siegmund Wilhelm List must be rated very highly by any 
impartial military observer. Although an infantryman, he handled 
panzer formations very well, except for his attack on the Aisne 
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on June 9, 1940. He performed very well in Poland and France and 
brilliantly in Yugoslavia and Greece. He was admired by even the 
most difficult subordinates, including Guderian and Rommel, both 
of whom spoke highly of him. He undoubtedly had a talent for 
diplomacy, and no one exceeded his ability for getting the maxi- 
mum amount of speed out of his infantry formations, as he proved 
in all of his campaigns but especially in covering the Panzer Corri- 
dor in 1940 and in the Caucasus campaign. We do not know how 
effective he would have performed in defensive operations, 
because he never conducted a retreat. It is my opinion that this 
capable Bavarian is perhaps the most neglected and underrated 
of all of Hitler's field marshals. 
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BARONMAXIMILIAN VON WEICHS 


BORN AT DESSAU, Anhalt, on November 12, 1881, Baron von Weichs 

zur Glon was a devout south German Catholic his entire life. At 
. the age of eighteen he joined the 2nd Bavarian Heavy Cavalry 
Regiment as a Fahnenjunker on July 15, 1900, and was associated 
with the cavalry for most of his career. Commissioned second 
lieutenant on March 9, 1902, he was named adjutant of his regi- 
ment in early 1908. He spent two years on the staff of the School 
of Cavalry (1908-10), before being assigned to the War Academy 
in 1910, where he did his General Staff training. Weichs was pro- 
moted to first lieütenant in 1911 and captain of cavalry (Rittmeister) 
in early 1914. He was with the Bavarian Cavalry Division when 
the war broke out and served as a brigade adjutant. Later he 
served as a General Staff officer with the 5th Infantry Division 
(1915-17) and with the II Corps (1917-20).! 

Weichs was selected for the 4,000-man Officer Corps in the 
Reichsheer following World War I. He returned to the cavalry in 
1920, working as operations officer of the 3rd Cavalry Division at 
Weimar (1920-22) and later joined the 18th Cavalry Regiment, 
probably as a squadron commander (1922-25). From February 
1925 to October 1927, he was on the staff of the Infantry School, 
after which he returned to the 18th Cavalry as second-in-com- 
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mand. He was regimental commander from February 1, 1928, to 
March 1, 1930, after which he was General Staff officer to the 1st 
Cavalry Division at Frankfurt-on-the-Oder. He was promoted to 
major in 1923, lieutenant colonel in 1928, and full colonel in 1930.? 

Baron von Weichs was married on July 28, 1928, at the relatively 
advanced age of forty-six. It seems to have made little impact on 
his habits or his career. He was a solid professional soldier who 
opposed the introduction of politics into the service, but was 
certainly not the stuff of which coups are made. Colonel von 
Weichs was Ia (Operations Officer) to another Catholic, Ritter 
Wilhelm von Leeb, the commander of Army Group 2 at Kassel, 
when Hitler rose to power in January 1933? Unlike Leeb, Weichs 
was a non-Nazi, rather than an anti-Nazi, and he seems to have 
gotten along well enough with Hitler and the Party; in fact, he 
gradually became something of a Nazi sympathizer, despite his 
professionalism and his aristocratic and religious background, 
because he approved of Hitler's successful programs for ending 
unemployment and expanding the Army. 

Meanwhile, Weichs's advancement continued. He was named 
Infantry Commander III and Deputy Commander of the 3rd Infan- 
try Division in Berlin in February 1933 and was promoted to major 
general effective April 1, 1933. In December 1933 he received what, 
for him, must have been a dream-fulfilling assignment: he was 
appointed commander of the 3rd Cavalry Division at Weimar. He 
held this post until October 15, 1935, when he was named com- 
mander of the 1st Panzer Division at Weimar. Baron von Weichs 
was acting commander of Wehrkreis VII in 1936, while Reichenau 
was away in China, and on October 12, 1937, was named com- 
mander of Wehrkreis XIII at Nuremberg. Here he was involved 
in staging the Nuremberg Rallies of the Nazi Party, where he de- 
scribed himself as a cross between a drill sergeant and a film direc- 
tor. Perhaps because of this service he escaped the Brauchitsch 
purges of 1938. He was promoted to lieutenant general in 1935 and 
general of cavalry on October 1, 1936.4 

General Maximilian von Weichs took the primary component 
of Wehrkreis XIII to the field in August 1939, as XIII Corps (the 
deputy component remained in Nuremberg as Wehrkreis XIII 
under the command of General Franz Kress von Kressenstein). In 
Poland, Weichs controlled the 10th and 17th Infantry divisions 
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under 8th Army, Army Group South, and played a minor role in 
the conquest of the Polish Plain, in the encirclement of the Poznan, 
Lodz, and Pomorze armies at Kutno, and in the subsequent 8th 
Army advance on Warsaw.’ By September 25 he was already inside 
the outer fortifications on the southwestern side of the Polish 
capital. The next day, supported by a heavy artillery bombard- 
ment, his attacks so shook the Poles that the garrison commander, 
General Rommel, asked for an armistice. Warsaw surrendered the 
following morning.® 

After his successes in Poland, Weichs returned to Germany and 
was given command of the 2nd (formerly 8th) Army on October 
29, 1939, replacing Colonel General Johannes Blaskowitz, who re- 
mained in Poland as Commander-in-Chief, East.’ Initially in Army 
Group A's reserve, Weichs's army did not take part in the first 
phase of the French campaign, which ended with the fall of Dun- 
kirk on June 4, 1940.8 During the second phase, which was essen- 
tially a mopping-up operation, he directed the nine infantry divi- 
sions of VI, XXVI, and IX Corps, again in a secondary role? After 
the French surrendered, Weichs received his Knights' Cross and 
. was promoted to colonel general in the omnibus promotions of 

July 19, 1940.10 His HQ was then transferred to Munich, where it 
was responsible for training divisions stationed in southern Ger- 
many and the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia (most of what 
was once Czechoslovakia).!! 

Early in the spring of 1941, Weichs received his first independent 
command:? he and his headquarters were sent to Graz, Austria, 
to direct the invasion of northern Yugoslavia, following the ouster 
of pro-Nazi Prince Paul in a surprise coup on the night of March 
26/27.For this operation he controlled four corps, consisting of four 
infantry and two panzer divisions, plus one frontier guard, one 
mountain, one light, and one motorized division. His order of 
battle is shown in Table 4. 

Since the invasion was a hasty operation, the infantry divisions 
of LII Corps did not arrive in time for the initial assault. Weichs 
did not need them in any case. His XLIX Mountain and LI corps 
quickly broke through the Yugoslav frontier defenses on April 6, 
1941—the first day of the invasion—and converged on the Croa- 
tian capital of Zagreb, which fell on April 11. The Yugoslav 4th 
Army, which consisted largely of Croats who felt no loyalty to the 
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ORDER OF BATTLE, 2nd ARMY 
YUGOSLAVIA, 1941 


2nd ARMY: Colonel General Baron Maximilian von Weichs 
XLIX Mountain Corps: General Ludwig Kuebler 
1st Mountain Division 
538th Frontier Guard Division 
LI Corps: General Hans Reinhardt 
101st Light Division 
132nd Infantry Division 
183rd Infantry Division 
LII Corps: General Kurt von Briesen 
79th Infantry Division 
125th Infantry Division 
XLVI Panzer Corps: General Heinrich von Vietinghoff 
8th Panzer Division 
14th Panzer Division 
16th Motorized Division 
1st Panzer Group: Colonel General Ewald von Kleist* 
XIV Panzer Corps: General Gustav von Wietersheim 
5th Panzer Division 
11th Panzer Division 
294th Infantry Division 
4th Mountain Division 
XI Corps: General Joachim von Kortzfleisch 
60th Motorized Infantry Division 
Miscellaneous units 


* Attached to 2nd Army on April 13 


SOURCE: DA Pam 1120-260: 39-41 


Belgrade government, disintegrated quickly. The German infantry 
was delayed more by high water and snowstorms than by the 
Yugoslavs. Weichs then moved his HQ to Zagreb and directed the 
pursuit to Sarajevo, where the Yugoslav 2nd Army surrendered 
to him on April 15. Meanwhile, his XLVI Panzer Corps wheeled 
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southwest down the Sava River Valley and, along with the inde- 
pendent XLI Panzer Corps and the XIV Panzer Corps of Panzer 
Group Kleist (part of List's 12th Army), converged on Belgrade, 
which fell on April 13. Panzer Group Kleist was then placed under 
Weichs's control for the rest of the campaign (see Map 8).? 

The Yugoslavs asked for an armistice late on April 14, and OKH 
deputized Weichs to conduct the surrender negotiations. The 
Yugoslavs capitulated unconditionally at noon at April 18, just 
twelve days after the campaign began. During the offensive, the 
Germans (mainly 2nd Army) suffered a total of only 558 casualties, 
of which 151 were killed. They took 254,000 prisoners, excluding 
Croatians, Volksdeutsch, Hungarians, and Bulgarians living in 
Yugoslavia. These were quickly released.'4 


SECOND ARMY HEADQUARTERS was earmarked for the invasion of the 
Soviet Union but did not take part in the initial attack on June 
22, 1941. As of July 4, part of it was still en route to Russia, although 
it was officially part of Army Group Center's reserve as early as 
June 27.15 On June 30, Kluge's 4th Army Headquarters temporarily 
. took over the direction of the 3rd and 4th Panzer groups then 
advancing on the Dnieper, and Weichs's HQ assumed control of 
the infantry divisions formerly belonging to 4th Army.!6 He took 
part in the clearing of the Bialystok Pocket (along with Strauss's 
9th Army). The Pocket was surrounded on July 3. By July 8 it had 
yielded 290,000 prisoners, 2,500 tanks, and 1,500 guns—the equiv- 
alent of twenty-two rifle divisions, seven tank divisions, and six 
mechanized brigades." 

Weichs hurried his infantry forward after the panzers and, in 
the latter part of August, attacked the Soviet Central Front at 
Gomel, in conjunction with Geyr von Schweppenburg's XXIV 
Panzer Corps of Guderian's 2nd Panzer Group. When this battle 
ended on August 24, another 84,000 Soviet troops marched off to 
prisoner of war camps.5 Thereafter, Weichs remained on the 
southern flank of Army Group Center. With XIII and XLIII corps 
and Corps Command XXXV (seven infantry divisions), he sup- 
ported Guderian's thrust behind the Russian armies defending 
Kiev, where another 667,000 prisoners were taken.!? Again teamed 
with Guderian, Weichs played a major role in the destruction of 
the Soviet 3rd, 13th, and 15th armies at Bryansk, a battle of encir- 
clement that lasted from September 30 to October 17.2? 
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Maximilian von Weichs was now sixty years old and the strain 
of command began to tell on him. He fell ill in November 1941, 
shortly after the Russian winter began, and was temporarily re- 
placed by General Rudolf Schmidt. When he returned to duty in 
mid-January 1942, his 2nd Army was on the northern wing of 
Army Group South. He helped turn back the Russian winter of- 
fensive between Orel and Kursk, although his forces certainly did 
not bear the brunt of the fighting.?! 

In late June 1942, when Hitler launched his summer offensive, 
the Baron was in command of Group Weichs, a temporary force 
that included his own 2nd Army, as well as 4th Panzer Army 
(Hoth) and the Hungarian 2nd Army (General Jany). As such, he 
delivered Field Marshal von Bock's ill-fated attack on Voronezh 
in early July. Although he eventually took the city (on July 8, along 
with 28,000 prisoners and 1,000 tanks),? the delay so infuriated 
Hitler that he relieved Bock of his command. Army Group South 
was divided at this time, and Weichs was given command of Army 
Group B. It was to be his most important and fateful assignment. 


WEICHS'S ARMY GROUP B initially included the German 2nd and 6th 
armies, as well as the Hungarian 2nd, Italian 8th, and Rumanian 
3rd armies, the latter of which was still in the process of forming.”° 
Second Army, without any motorized divisions, had to be left in 
the Voronezh sector. As a result of his shortage of reliable German 
troops, Weichs could not clear the Don until the end of July, and 
even then the Soviets still held three bridgeheads. Hitler had 
tremendously complicated his problems by sending Army Group 
A (4th Panzer, 17th, and 1st Panzer armies) off to the south, toward 
Rostov and the Caucasus. The German supply and transport 
echelons simply could not provide for both, so Hitler gave priority 
to Army Group A and even stripped Weichs of half of his motor- 
ized transport. Short of fuel and ammunition, Weichs could not 
send 6th Army against the Kalach Bridgehead until August 7. This 
battle ended on August 11 with the destruction of most of the 
Soviet 1st Tank and 62nd armies. By August 18 Paulus's 6th Army 
had bridgeheads across the Don, but was too exhausted and did 
not have the fuel to make the thirty-five-mile thrust to Stalin- 
grad.^ 

By dividing his offensive into two wings, Hitler deprived both 
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of them of the strength necessary to succeed. Now he further dissi- 
pated his strength by breaking up 4th Panzer Army. He transferred 
XXIV Panzer Corps to 6th Army, XL Panzer Corps to Army Group 
A, and the Grossdeutschland Motorized Division to France, leav- 
ing General Hoth with only the XLVIII Panzer Corps (one panzer 
and one motorized division), IV Corps (two infantry divisions), 
and the Rumanian VI Corps (two Rumanian divisions). Hitler then 
ordéred 6th Army (with VIII, XIV Panzer, XVII, XXIV Panzer, and 
LI corps) to advance on the Volga and Stalingrad?» Meanwhile 
Hoth, with what was left of 4th Panzer Army, was assigned to 
Army Group B and ordered to advance on the city from the south. 

The XIV Panzer Corps reached the outskirts of Stalingrad on 
August 23, 1942, and the battle for the city began. It attracted units 
like a magnet. Hitler, changing his focus once again, became 
obsessed with taking the city. Stalin, on the other hand, was 
perfectly content to fight a battle of attrition. His recruiting class 
of 1925 was 1,400,000 men; Hitler could muster only about 500,000 
replacements from that class.” 

While 6th Army exhausted itself in heavy street fighting, Weichs 
. had the task of protecting its exposed flanks. To do this, he com- 
mitted his foreign armies, despite the fact that he was concerned 
about their ability to withstand a determined Soviet attack. From 
north to south, along the Don and the Volga, his order of battle 
was 2nd Army, Hungarian 2nd Army, Italian 8th Army, Rumanian 
3rd Army, 6th Army, 4th Panzer Army, and Rumanian 4th Army. 
As early as October 29, Weichs was calling attention to the threat 
on his southern flank.?? 

OKH was not concerned about Weichs's position—for their 
Eastern Intelligence Branch was predicting that the Russians 
would eventually attempt an offensive—but the focus would be 
against Kluge's Army Group Center, not Army Group B. Weichs 
disagreed and was especially worried about the Soviet bridgehead 
across the Don at Serafimovich, but on October 31 the Intelligence 
Branch predicted local attacks only. Hitler, for once, was more 
realistic. On October 26 he ordered some of the newly formed 
Luftwaffe Field divisions to the Don above Stalingrad, to stiffen the 
defenses of the Italians, Hungarians, and Rumanians. He became 
more worried on November 2, when aerial reconnaissance photo- 
graphs revealed several new bridges over the Don near Serafimo- 
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MAP 13 
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THE EASTERN FRONT, MID-NOVEMBER 1942. On the eve of the 
Stalingrad encirclement, Germany's armies in Russia held an over- 
extended line tailing off to the east. Hitler had to depend on 
unreliable and ill-equipped foreign armies to hold critical sectors, 
and some sectors were not occupied at all. Neither Army Group 


B, OKH, or OKW had significant reserves. 
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vich. Two days later he ordered the 6th Panzer Division and two 
infantry divisions be transferred from the English Channel to 
Army Group B, as a reserve behind the Italian 8th and Rumanian 
3rd armies. It would take them approximately five weeks to com- 
plete their refitting and arrive in southern Russia. Hitler, however, 
did not expect the Russians to attack until early December; the 
reinforcements should arrive just in time.28 Map 13 shows the 
German situation on the Eastern Front in mid-November, 1942. 

By the second week in November, Weichs had identified ele- 
ments of the Russian 5th Tank Army at the Serafimovich bridge- 
head and concluded that there would definitely be a major offen- 
sive in the zone of the Rumanian 3rd Army and probably against 
the 4th Panzer Army as well. All of his German reserves had been 
committed at Stalingrad, so he decided to create a new one under 
Headquarters, XLVIII Panzer Corps (Lieutenant General Ferdi- 
nand Heim). He shifted the weak 22nd Panzer Division from 
behind the Italian 8th Army to the XLVIII Panzer, which he posted 
behind the Rumanian 3rd Army. He also gave Heim the Rumanian 
1st Armored Division and considered transferring the 4th Panzer 
. Army's 29th Motorized Division to him as well but did not, 
because he expected an offensive in Hoth's sector also? 

Weichs's efforts were really inadequate, because Army Group 
B seemed more concerned with building up 6th Army for a last 
push in Stalingrad than with strengthening its endangered flanks. 
This "push" began on November 11 and had failed with heavy 
casualties by November 18. Meanwhile, the Soviets concentrated 
the 5th Tank, 1st Guards, and 21st armies against the Rumanian 
3rd Army. Fifth Tank alone had six rifle divisions, two tank corps, 
and a cavalry corps, plus hundreds of artillery, antiaircraft, mortar 
and rocket-launcher regiments.” On the forty-mile sector they 
had over half a million men, supported by 900 new T-34 tanks, 
230 field artillery regiments, and 115 rocket-launcher regiments— 
the greatest concentration of firepower yet achieved on the East- 
ern Front. They also concentrated the 57th, 51st, and 64th armies 
against the weak 4th Panzer and Rumanian 4th armies on Weichs's 
southern flank.? In all, well over a million Soviet troops faced 
about 250,000 German and 250,000 unreliable Axis troops in the 
Stalingrad sector.?? 

Behind the 3rd Rumanian, the 22nd Panzer Division was no 
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more than a regiment. It had only forty-six tanks, of which thirty- 
eight were in running order.? The Rumanian 1st Armored Divi- 
sion had only ninety-two tanks, and they were obsolete T-38 
Czech models weighing about nine tons—absolutely useless 
against the twenty-six-ton Soviet vehicles.** The Russians waited 
patiently for Sixth Army to bleed itself white at Stalingrad, for the 
ground to freeze solid, and for the British and Americans to land 
in French North Africa, in Rommel's rear, which they did on 
November 9. Hitler obligingly committed his strategic reserve 
here and in Vichy, France, just as the Soviets hoped he would. 
Then, at 7:20 AM. on November 19, the Russians struck the 
Rumanian 3rd Army with a massive artillery bombardment. An 
hour and a half later, the infantry attacked. Showing new sophis- 
tication, the ground troops massed on narrow frontages and began 
opening gaps for the tanks. The 5th Tank Army alone had com- 
mitted two tank corps and a mechanized corps (approximately 550 
tanks and 37,000 men) to the exploitation. The Rumanians quickly 
collapsed. Weichs had hoped that they would delay the Russians 
long enough for XLVIII Panzer Corps to arrive and counterattack, 
but they fell apart immediately.?5 

Hoth, whose 4th Panzer Army (four German divisions) was 
intermixed with the Rumanian 4th Army, was also in serious 
trouble. Attacked by three reinforced Soviet armies, he asked per- 
mission to retreat. Weichs rejected his appeal, remarking that if 
the Rumanians started to retreat, no one would be able to stop 
them.** Map 14 shows the encirclement of Stalingrad. 

That night Weichs ordered Paulus to halt operations against the 
last Russian bridgeheads in Stalingrad. He instructed him to take 
three panzer divisions and an infantry division out of Stalingrad, 
place them under XIV Panzer Corps, and counterattack. This they 
did the following day and checked the Soviet inner wing; however, 
due to fuel shortages and vastly superior Russian strength, they 
were unable to contest the more important Soviet outer en- 
velopment. 

November 20 was the decisive day of the battle. Of the Ruman- 
ian 3rd Army, only General Mihail Lascar’s division continued to 
resist, and did so courageously. Heim counterattacked with his 
panzer corps and saved Lascar and 6,000 of his men; then he, too, 
was overwhelmed. Soon Heim was not even able to make contact 
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MAP 14 
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THE STALINGRAD ENCIRCLEMENT, NOVEMBER 1942. Breaking 
through the 3rd and 4th Rumanian armies and the weak 4th Panzer 
Army on November 19 and 20, 1942, the Russians encircled 6th 
Army in the Stalingrad area on November 22. Field Marshal Erich 
von Manstein's newly activated Army Group Don took charge of 
the sector from Weichs's Army Group B on November 27. 
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with his two divisions. In the end, the remnants of XLVIII Panzer 
Corps only narrowly escaped behind the Chir River. Hitler was 
so furious at its performance that he ordered Heim arrested and 
thrown in prison. He had only delayed the Russians twenty-four 
hours at best.?7 

Meanwhile, the 4th Panzer Army was split in two. The 29th 
Motorized Division and IV Corps on the north were trapped in 
Stalingrad. To the south, Hoth had only his HQ, the disintegrating 
Rumanian VI and VII corps, and the 16th Motorized Division, 
which was surrounded at Khalkuta. It cut its way out and joined 
Hoth's retreat to the west, but 4th Panzer Army was reduced to 
one depleted German division and could do nothing to halt the 
southern wing of the Russian double envelopment.? 

The Russians had now broken through Weichs's front north and 
south of 6th Army. All of his reserves had been committed and 
smashed. Both Soviet wings now headed for Kalach on the Don 
River, deep in the rear of 6th Army. If they reached this town, 6th 
Army would be encircled. Weichs had nothing with which to 
prevent this, nor could he even form a continuous front west of 
the Chir to prevent the Russians from gaining even more ground. 
Clearly the proper course was to order 6th Army to stage an 
immediate breakout. 

On November 21 Hitler rejected Weichs's request for a breakout 
and ordered 6th Army to stand fast at Stalingrad, despite the 
danger of encirclement. He also indicated his lack of confidence 
in Weichs's ability to handle the crisis by upgrading Manstein's 
11th Army Headquarters to HQ, Army Group Don, and ordering 
it south, to take charge of the battle. It would not become active 
until November 27. Meanwhile, on November 22, the Soviet 
pincers linked up at Kalach. Sixth Army, with 230,000 men, was 
surrounded. 

With Manstein now in charge on the Chir and Don, Army Group 
B was reduced to controlling the German 2nd and Italian 8th 
armies, between Army Groups Center and Don. Weichs's force 
was extremely weak, because the Italians were considered even 
less reliable than the Rumanians had been, and 2nd Army had 
virtually no mobile units. On December 20, Weichs's right wing 
was attacked, and the Italian Celere and Sforzesca divisions col- 
lapsed, as did the two Rumanian divisions on Manstein's left. OKH 
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transferred XXX Corps (General Maximilian Fretter-Pico) from 
Army Group North to plug the hole and, significantly, placed it 
under the command of Manstein.? The Russians continued to 
attack Army Group B for the next seven weeks. The Italian 8th 
Army disintegrated altogether. 

On January 12, 1943, Weichs signaled Hitler that he had only 
seven divisions left to hold his two-hundred-mile front. He could 
not stop the Russian advance westward, he said, and 2nd Army 
was in danger of being encircled.* One full-strength division 
could be expected to hold only six miles of frontage against a 
determined attack, and Weichs's understrength units were de- 
fending an average of twenty-eight miles. By November 21 the 
gap between Manstein and Weichs was two-hundred miles, and 
the remnants of Army Group B were retreating through deep 
snow toward the Aydar River, forty miles to the west. Brilliantly 
resupplied by aircraft, the Soviets broke this line on January 25, 
1943. Two days later, two of 2nd Army's three corps were sur- 
rounded by Soviet double envelopment west of Voronezh, and 
the third was smashed but managed to escape to the north, behind 
Army Group Center's front.*! General Hans von Salmuth, the com- 
. mander of 2nd Army, led his men in a breakout from the Voronezh 
Pocket, and most of them escaped after a 120-mile forced march 
to Rylsk, in temperatures of minus 13 degrees Fahrenheit. Almost 
all of their heavy equipment was lost, however.? Meanwhile, 
Weichs continued to do his best to shield the left flank of Army 
Group Don, but he had only one division left to do it with.*? 

Despite his promotion to field marshal on February 1, 1943 (the 
day Paulus suxrendered), Weichs had clearly failed as an army 
group commander on the Eastern Front. On February 14 his head- 
quarters was taken out of the chain of command. The remnants 
of his forces were distributed between Army Groups Center and 
Don. Weichs's headquarters was finally disbanded on July 10, 1943, 
and he was transferred to Fuehrer Reserve. 


BARON MAXIMILIAN VON Weichs's retirement was extremely short- 
lived. On July 26, 1943, following the Allied landings in Sicily, he 
was named Commander-in-Chief, Southeast, and C-in-C, Army 
Group F, controlling all the Axis forces in the Balkans. Here he 
had a number of serious problems to deal with: the guerrilla move- 
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ment; the possibility of an Italian defection, which was expected 
any day; and the possibility of Allied landings in the Balkans.* 

Weichs's forces (as of December 26) consisted of: Army Group 
E (under Luftwaffe Colonel General Alexander Loehr) in Greece 
and the offshore islands, with two light divisions, one air landing 
division, one Luftwaffe Field, one motorized SS Police division and 
three Bulgarian divisions; the 2nd Panzer Army (General Dr. Lothar 
Rendulic) in Serbia and Croatia, with nine infantry divisions, three 
light divisions, two mountain divisions (one of them SS), and the 
1st Cossack Cavalry Division; plus four Bulgarian infantry 
divisions in Serbia, under the Military Commander Southeast.’ 
Except for the 1st Mountain and 22nd Air Landing divisions, none 
of Weichs’s divisions was first-rate. Most of them were under- 
strength and many consisted of older troops or Volksdeutsche. 

When Italy defected on September 8, 1943, it had thirty-one 
divisions (380,000 men) in the Balkans. Some German planners 
suggested that Hitler abandon the southern Balkans, but he 
refused and with good reason: all of Germany’s chrome, 60 percent 
of its bauxite, 24 percent of its antimony, more than half of its oil, 
and 21 percent of its copper came from the Balkans.^ 

Many people feared that the Italian troops would go over to the 
guerrillas, and some did, but most were more afraid of partisan 
vengeance than of the Germans. The Brennero Division declared 
itself available to continue the war on the side of the Third Reich, 
while most simply surrendered and were incorporated into labor 
battalions. On the other hand, the entire Firenze Division (its 
commander included) went over to the guerrillas in Albania. The 
Acqui Division (General Gandin) held the island of Cephalonia 
against the Germans until September 22, when it finally ran out 
of ammunition. Most of its survivors were shot after they surren- 
dered. The Bergamo Division (General Cigala-Fulgosi) held Spa- 
lato for nineteen days against the 7th SS Mountain Division "Prinz 
Eugen," which slaughtered it. Weichs's forces, almost none of 
which were motorized, did a great deal of marching in September, 
but they were successful in minimizing the damage caused by the 
Italian defection. Large sections of the Balkan peninsula's moun- 
tainous interior were lost to the guerrillas because Weichs did not 
have enough troops to post garrisons everywhere with the Italians 
gone; however, the vital raw materials continued to flow to Ger- 
many unabated.*® 
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Hitler’s first field marshal, Werner von Blomberg, was Minister 
of Defense from 1933 to 1938. He was responsible for the initial 
Nazification of the Armed Forces. Blomberg was forced to retire 


in disgrace when it was revealed that his second wife was a 
former prostitute. 
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(above) Hitler discusses strate- 
gy with his generals. Left to 
right are Field Marshal Wilhelm 
Keitel, Commander of the 
Armed Forces High Command 
(OKW), 1938-45; Field Marshal 
Walter von Brauchitsch, Com- 
mander-in-Chief of the Army, 
1938-late 1941; and Colonel 
General Franz Halder, Chief of 
the Army General Staff, 1938- 
September 1942. Keitel was 
hanged at Nuremberg in 1946, 
the same year von Brauchitsch 
died in an Allied prison camp. 
Halder spent the last months of 
the war in Dachau concentra- 
tion camp. 


(left) The 88mm antiaircraft 
gun in action in Russia. This 
multipurpose piece was used 
more and more in an antitank 
role as the war progressed. Field 
Marshal Walter von Brauch- 
itsch was one of the major 
prewar proponents of this 
weapon. 


(above) Field Marshal Walter von Reichenau and members of his 
staff, 1941. Reichenau was a brilliant, strong-willed, ambitious, 
and ruthless man who thrice failed in his goal to become 
Commander-in-Chief of the Army. He died in January 1942. Had 
he lived, the history of the Stalingrad campaign would likely 
have been much different. 


(below) The state funeral of Field Marshal Walter von Reiche- 
nau, Berlin, January 1942. 


Left to right: Field marshals (top left) 
Baron Maximilian von Weichs, (top 
right) Ewald von Kleist, and (left) Ernst 
Busch. All three of these “Eastern Mar- 
shals” were sacked by Hitler, although 
Weichs was later reemployed in the 
Balkans (1943-45) and Busch briefly 
commanded Army Group H in the 
Netherlands and northwestern Ger- 
many in 1945. Kleist, probably the most 
capable of the three, remained unem- 
ployed. He died in a Soviet prison camp 
in 1956. 


(above) Field Marshal Ritter Wilhelm von Leeb earned his 
knighthood on the Western Front in World War I. Later he 
opposed Hitler and the Nazis from the beginning. A devout 
Catholic and a family man, he led Army Group North in Russia 
until he was relieved at his own request in January 1942 and 
was never reemployed. Leeb had an international reputation as 
an expert on defensive warfare. (Bundesarchiv-Koblenz) 


(above) Hitler greets Field Marshal Fedor von Bock, 1942. Bock 
commanded Army Group Bin the Battle of France (1940), Army 
Group Center during the Battle of Moscow (1941), and Army 
Group South in the early stages of the Stalingrad campaign. He 
was killed by an Allied fighter-bomber in the last days of the war. 


(below) Field Marshal Fedor von Bock discusses the situation on 
the Russian Front with some of his officers during the winter of 
1941/42. Bock assumed command of Army Group South in 
January 1942, following the death of Field Marshal von Reiche- 
nau, and was relieved of command following a disagreement 
with Hitler in July 1942. He held no further commands during 
the war. 


hes 1 


(above) Wilhelm Keitel, who 
was referred to as "the nodding 
ass" by many of his peers, 
shakes hands with his chief. 
Hitler once said that Keitel had 
the brains of a cinema usher, 
but he obeyed orders without 
question, so Hitler kept him on 
as Commander-in-Chief of the 
High Command of the Armed 
Forces (OKW) from 1938 until 
the end of the war. Keitel was 
hanged at Nuremberg. 


(right) Erwin Rommel, the 
"Desert Fox," enjoyed a mete- 
oric rise from the rank of 
colonel in 1939 to field marshal 
after he captured Tobruk in 
mid-1942. His victories in North 
Africa are legendary. Originally 
pro-Nazi, he turned against 
Hitler and wasimplicated in the 
plot to assassinate him on July 
20, 1944. Rommel was forced to 
commit suicide in October 
1944. 


(above) Siegmund Wilhelm List, 
the conquerer of Greece, is one 
of the least known of Hitler's 
field marshals. Cool, rational, 
and methodical, with a talent 
for diplomacy, he was never 
popular with Hitler. List led 
14th Army in Poland, 12th 
Army in France and Greece, and 
Army Group A in Russia. He 
was sacked in September 1942 
because of the failure of the 
Caucasus offensive and never 
reemployed. (Bundesarchiv- 
Koblenz) 


Field Marshal Georg von 
Kuechler, who led the 3rd Army 
in Poland (1939), 18th Army in 
the Low Countries, France, and 
Russia (1940-42), and Army 
Group North (1942-44). Hitler 
sacked him for his inability to 
maintain the Siege of Leningrad 
in January 1944. 


Friedrich von Paulus, Commander of the 6th Army. 
His blind obedience to Hitler led to his surrender at Stalingrad 
and the loss of 230,000 men. It was the turning point of the war. 


(left) Erich von Manstein, the 
author of the Ardennes Plan, 
was perhaps the most brilliant 
commander of World War II. 
Several leading soldiers rec- 
ommended Manstein be named 
Supreme Commander of the 
Armed Forces after Stalingrad. 
Hitler's jealousy and fear of 
Manstein led to his relief in 
March 1944. He was not 
reemployed. 


(below) Field Marshal Erich von 
Manstein, then a colonel gen- 
eral, with his troops in the 
Crimea, 1942. Manstein's 11th 
Army besieged the Soviet naval 
fortress of Sevastopol and 
finally overran it in July 1942. 
Manstein later commanded 
Army Groups Don and South, 
before being sent into retire- 
ment by Hitler on March 30, 
1944. 


(above) Gerd von Rundstedt, who habitually referred to Hitler as 
"that Bohemian Corporal," was sacked by Hitler three times 
during World War II. Nevertheless, he was an army group com- 
mander for all but about eight months of the war and was the 
senior Army general for much of the conflict. 


(left) Guenther von Kluge, called 
"Clever Hans" in the Army, played both 
sides of the anti-Hitler conspiracy. He 
led 4th Army in Poland, France, and 
Russia, Army Group Center in Russia, 
and Army Group B in France. Named 
Commander-in-Chief of the Western 
Front in early July 1944, he was defeated 
in Normandy and at Falaise. Relieved of 
his command on August 17, 1944, and 
fearing trial before the Peoples' Court 
for his part in the attempt on Hitler's 
life, Kluge committed suicide on August 
19, 1944. Hitler ordered him buried 
without military honors. (Imperial War 
Museum) 


(below) Guenther von Kluge, then 
Commander of the 4th Army on the 
Eastern Front, visits the headquarters of 
the 29th Motorized Infantry Division, 
1941. 


(right) Walter Model was one of 
the youngest of Hitler's mar- 
shals. He was short, ugly, tough, 
an excellent tactician, incredi- 
bly energetic, and a fanatical 
Nazi. Model rose from divi- 
sional command in 1941 to the 
command of an army group in 
early 1944. Known as “ the 
Fuehrer's Fireman,” he was only 
given the most dangerous 
assignments. He committed 
suicide shortly before the end of 
the war rather than surrender 
to the Americans. (Imperial 
War Museum) 


(below) Walter Model was a 
very successful ‘‘trouble- 
shooter" on the Eastern Front, 
where he was given some of the 
most difficult assignments. 
Later, in the West, he was less 
successful. Field Marshal Wil- 
helm Keitel, the Chief of OKW, 
stands in the background 
between Model and Hitler. 
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(left) Field Marshal Erwin von 
Witzleben as Commander-in- 
Chief, OB West and Army 
Group D, the occupation forces 
in France, Belgium, and the 
Netherlands. Witzleben had 
previously commanded 1st 
Army in the Western campaign. 


(below) Former Field Marshal 
von Witzleben on trial before 
the Peoples' Court in Berlin, 
August 1944. A military court 
had already stripped him of his 
rank and decorations. Witzle- 
ben was found guilty and hung 
naked from piano wire a few 
hours after this photograph was 
taken. Compare this photo with 
the previous one of Witzleben 
(taken two years earlier) to see 
how he aged in Gestapo 
captivity. 


Field Marshal Ferdinand Schoerner, Hitler's most brutal mar- 
shal, served almost exclusively on the Eastern Front. Hitler 
named him Commander-in-Chief of the Army in his will in late 
April 1945. 
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To deal with the partisan movements, Weichs set up mobile 
armored car patrols and raiding detachments (Jagdkommandos) 
consisting of younger troops, mostly veterans of the Eastern Front. 
Weichs was also helped by the C-in-C, South (Field Marshal Kes- 
selring), who turned over most of the tanks and armored vehicles 
captured in Italy. These were too poor to be used against the well- 
equipped Western Allies, but were easily a match for Tito's ill- 
equipped guerrillas in Yugoslavia.‘ 

Weichs conducted three major anti-partisan operations in late 
1943, killing, wounding, or capturing about 12,000 of Tito's 90,000 
men. When the partisans killed 29 German soldiers (including a 
Knights' Cross holder) on the island of Korcula, Weichs retaliated 
by executing 220 prisoners. Later, in May 1944, when Major Gen- 
eral Krech, the commander of the 41st Fortress Division, was 
murdered by Greek Communists, Weichs's men shot 325 Commu- 
nist suspects. Later that month, in Operation Roesselsprung, 
Weichs's mobile forces routed Tito's forces, inflicting 6,000 casual- 
ties on them, and forced the partisan leader himself to flee to the 
island of Vis, which was held by British troops.5 Although never 
able to completely neutralize the guerrillas, Baron von Weichs 
succeeded in making their lives miserable, and he was certainly 
more successful in the Balkans than he had been as an army group 
commander in southern Russia. 


THESOVIETS OVERRAN Rumania in August 1944, and Bulgaria defected 
to the Russians on August 24. The rear of Army Group F was now 
thoroughly exposed. Accordingly, Weichs began evacuating the 
Balkans, excegt for about 20,000 troops on the Greek islands who 
could not be evacuated due to a shortage of boats. British forces, 
including the 2nd Airborne Division, joined the Greek partisans 
and tried to cut off the retreat of Army Group E in the Peloponnese, 
but were unsuccessful. General Felmy, the commander of the 
LXVIII Corps, handed Athens over to its mayor on October 4. 
Weichs’s men escaped Greece with little loss or delay.” 

Weichs's managed to maintain a continuous front as he exe- 
cuted a skillful, step-by-step retreat in the face of partisans, British 
forces, and the Soviet and Bulgarian armies. The Russians crossed 
the Danube near Turnu Severin on October 1, pushing back Fried- 
rich Wilhelm Mueller's XXXIV Corps (1st Mountain and 7th SS 
Mountain divisions), and the Bulgarians took Nis on October 14, 
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cutting Army Group E's best escape route. General Loehr was thus 
forced to execute a rather tricky detour over difficult terrain near 
the Adriatic coast. Tito tried to delay him long enough for the 
Russians to penetrate to the Adriatic and cut him off, but was 
unsuccessful. 

On October 20, the Red Army and a corps of Tito’s partisans 
took Belgrade from the rear guards of Army Group F’s Army De- 
tachment Felber; however, Field Marshal Weichs had already suc- 
ceeded in extricating almost all of his troops. Army Group F had 
escaped the Balkan peninsula and, by January 1945 was fighting 
in Hungary. 

Weichs was ordered to transfer 2nd Panzer Army to Army 
Group South (formerly South Ukraine) in early December 1944.54 
The few second-rate divisions he controlled hardly justified the 
existence of his two army group headquarters (E and F). Colonel 
General Heinz Guderian, the Chief of the General Staff of the 
Army, wanted to transfer both Weichs and his headquarters to 
eastern Germany—to defend Berlin and to organize the entire 
German national defense behind the Eastern Front, but Hitler 
rejected the idea on January 24, 1945, after Colonel General Jodl 
made a sneering remark about Weichs's deep religious beliefs. The 
Fuehrer gave both important tasks to an absolutely unqualified 
commander: Heinrich Himmler.’ Possibly as a consolation prize, 
Weichs was awarded the Oak Leaves to the Knights’ Cross on 
February 5. His superfluous headquarters was finally dissolved on 
March 22, his staff was incorporated into HQ, Army Group Vistula, 
and he was sent into retirement. After the fall of the Third Reich, 
Weichs was held for a time as a prisoner of war but fell seriously 
ill and was released from captivity in 1947. Almost alone of the 
surviving field marshals, Weichs was never put on trial as a war 
criminal. After his release he lived quietly in retirement in West 
Germany. He died in Roesberg-Cologne on September 27, 1954.56 


TALL AND WIRY, balding, and wearing thick, wire-rimmed glasses, 
with the characteristics and mannerisms of the aristocrat he was, 
Baron Maximilian von Weichs looked more like a university his- 
tory professor than a Nazi field marshal. Guderian said he was "as 
clever as he was upstanding and valiant.” The old cavalryman 
certainly must have walked an ideological tightrope between his 
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deep religious beliefs on one hand and his adherence to Hitler on 
the other; nevertheless he kept the Fuehrer's respect almost until 
the end and yet evaded the military tribunals after the war. He 
distinguished himself as a corps commander in Poland and as an 
army commander in the Balkans and Russia. The task of command- 
ing Army Group B was too much for him, and he must bear at least 
part of the responsibility for the Stalingrad debacle. He redeemed 
himself later in the Balkans and emerged from the war as a solid 
and capable— but certainly not brilliant —professional soldier. 
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FRIEDRICH PAULUS 


HIS NAME WILL forever be associated with Stalingrad: one of the 
greatest disasters in German military history and the turning point 
of the Second World War. Germany could have survived El Ala- 
mein or the Battle of Britain. It did survive Moscow, Rostov, and 
Tikhvin in the terrible winter of 1941/42. Dunkirk—the protesta- 
tions of certain authors to the contrary—can hardly be classified 
as a German defeat at all, much less a decisive one. Kursk, Nor- 
mandy, the Crimea, Vitebsk-Minsk, Falaise, the retreat through 
France, the Ukraine, and Rumania: would these have occurred if 
the 230,000 tough, experienced veterans of the 6th Army had been 
available, with their panzers, artillery, combat engineer and anti- 
tank battalions, instead of lying dead in the snows of Russia or 
sitting idle, regretting their misfortune in some prison camp in 
Siberia? The question is rhetorical, of course, but it is certainly 
conceivable that twenty effective fighting divisions would have 
made a difference in any one of these, Vitebsk-Minsk excepted. 
Finally the question must be asked: to what degree was the com- 
mander of 6th Army responsible for the catastrophe? 


FRIEDRICH WILHELM ERNST Paulus was born on the evening of Sep- 
tember 23, 1890, in the parish of Breitenau-Gershagen in the prov- 
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ince of Hesse-Nassau. His father was a bookkeeper in the civil 
service, so his son was considered a man of the people, to use Third 
Reich jargon. The future marshal was educated at Wilhelms- 
Gymnasium at Kassel, from which he graduated in 1909. He ap- 
plied for an officer-cadet's slot in the Navy but was rejected 
because of his lack of aristocratic blood. He briefly studied law at 
the University of Munich before joining the 111th (3rd Baden) 
Infantry Regiment "Markgraf Ludwig Wilhelm" at Rastatt as an 
officer-cadet on February 18, 1910. He was commissioned second 
lieutenant on October 18, 1911.! 

Lieutenant Paulus married Elena “Coca” Rosetti-Solescu, a 
twenty-one-year-old Rumanian aristocrat, in 1912. She was beau- 
tiful, graceful, strong-willed, and ambitious for her husband. She 
gave him three children: a daughter named Olga, born in 1914, 
who later married a baron, and twin sons, Friedrich and Alexander, 
born in 1918. Both became captains in Hitler's army. Friedrich was 
killed in action at Anzio and Alexander was wounded in the 
Stalingrad campaign. After his father started working for the Rus- 
sians in 1944, Alexander was arrested by the Nazis and sent to 
a detention camp, where he spent the rest of the war.? 

The outbreak of World War I found Paulus as the adjutant of 
the III Battalion, 3rd Baden Infantry. One of the company com- 
manders in this battalion was Captain (later Colonel General) 
Johannes Blaskowitz, who would command armies and army 
groups in the next world war. Paulus was later assigned to the 
staff of the 2nd Prussian Jaeger Regiment (1915) and to the opera- 
tions staff of the Alpine Corps (1917). Promoted to first lieutenant 
in 1915? he emerged from the war as a captain after serving on 
both the Eastern and Western fronts and in Rumania. After the 
armistice he was the General Staff Officer of the 48th Reserve 
Division and helped organize (and apparently fought with) Frei- 
korps Grenzschutz Ost ("Free Corps Border Guard East") in the 
Eastern Marchiand.^ 

Paulus was selected for the 4,000-man Officer Corps allowed by 
the Treaty of Versailles. His first assignment was as adjutant of 
the 14th Infantry Regiment at Konstanz, whose colonel was his 
old friend, Johannes Blaskowitz. Later, in October 1922, Paulus at- 
tended the "R" Course in Berlin, where he received clandestine 
General Staff training. The following year he was (unofficially) on 
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the General Staff of Army Group 2 at Kassel. From 1924 to 1927 
he was a General Staff officer with Wehrkreis V at Stuttgart, before 
doing his troop duty there (1928-29) as commander, 2nd Com- 
pany, 13th Infantry Regiment. Another future field marshal, Erwin 
Rommel, was the machine-gun company commander in this 
regiment. 

Paulus's efficiency reports during the 1920s are illuminating. 
One read: “He is... at pains to avoid making enemies. . . . He 
is slow, but very methodical . . . displays marked tactical ability, 
though he is inclined to spend overmuch time on his appreciation, 
before issuing his orders.” This fitness report also commented that 
Paulus was too fond of working all night, sustaining himself with 
coffee and cigarettes. Another evaluator complained: “This officer 
lacks decisiveness."5 The characteristics he displayed in the Stal- 
ingrad campaign were already in evidence. 

In 1930 Paulus became a tactics (i.e, General Staff) instructor 
with the 5th Infantry Division. He was promoted to major soon 
after. In 1934, as a lieutenant colonel, he received a choice assign- 
ment: Commander of Motor Transport Section 3, a unit that was 
soon transformed into one of Germany's first panzer/reconnais- 
sance battalions. Paulus was promoted to colonel on June 1, 1935, 
and in September became chief of staff to the commander of 
Mechanized Forces (General Oswald Lutz) in Berlin,® replacing 
Colonel Heinz Guderian, who had assumed command of the 2nd 
Panzer Division a short time before. It was probably here, for the 
first time, that he attracted the attention of General Walter von 
Reichenau, the Chief of the Armed Forces Office in the Ministry 
of War. Also an advocate of armored warfare, Reichenau was to 
figure more prominently in Paulus's career than any other man, 
as we shall see. 

Paulus's last prewar assignment was chief of staff, XVI Motor- 
ized Corps, which directed the training and enlargement of Ger- 
many's four original light divisions—mobile forces that included 
two or three motorized infantry regiments, an organic panzer 
battalion (except for the 1st Light, which had a panzer regiment), 
a reconnaissance regiment, and a motorized artillery regiment. 
Now considered an expert on motorized warfare as well as a very 
capable General Staff officer, Friedrich Paulus was promoted to 
major general in 1939.7 
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On August 26, 1939, just five days before the start of the war, 
Paulus was named chief of staff of Reichenau's 10th Army, the 
main assault force in the German invasion of Poland. The slow, 
methodical staff officer was perfectly matched with the energetic, 
dashing Reichenau, who hated paperwork and the details of run- 
ning a headquarters. Paulus, on the other hand, might have been 
chained to his desk. The two men formed an effective team in the 
conquest of Poland, Belgium, and France (10th Army was renamed 
6th Army after the fall of Warsaw). After France fell, Paulus was 
promoted to lieutenant general and, in September 1940, was 
named Oberquartiermeister I (O Qu I)— Deputy Chief of the Gen- 
eral Staff of the Army.® 

In his new post, Paulus was responsible for all Army organiza- 
tion and training. He also visited Rommel in North Africa on a 
fact-finding tour (where he was critical of his former colleague) 
and conferred with the Hungarian leaders about the invasion of 
Yugoslavia. His main task, however, was conducting a stratetic 
survey for the invasion of the Soviet Union.? 

Paulus's survey stated that, to defeat Russia, Germany must not 
allow Soviet forces to retreat into the interior. It called for the 
opening of gaps at critical points, battles of encirclement, and a 
principal thrust north of the Pripyat Marshes toward a single main 
objective: Moscow. The campaign had to be successfully con- 
cluded, he said, by late October, when the Russian rainy season 
normally began. The survey, however, failed to convince Hitler 
that the capture of Moscow was particularly important. 


WITH THE FIRST Russian winter offensive in full swing, Field Marshal 
Reichenau was named Commander-in-Chief of Army Group 
South on December 1, 1941. That evening, while having a vege- 
tarian dinner with Hitler, Reichenau recommended that Friedrich 
Paulus replace him as commander of the 6th Army, and Hitler 
concurred. Paulus, who had been longing for a field command, was 
delighted with his new assignment." Promoted to general of 
panzer troops on January 1, 1942, he took up his new post four 
days later.? 

The powerful and commanding Reichenau no doubt intended 
to guide his former chief of staff in his new duties, but he suffered 
a heart attack on January 12 and died on January 17. He was suc- 
ceeded by the less able Fedor von Bock. 
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IT WOULD BE difficult to imagine a general less suited to high com- 
mand than Friedrich Paulus was in 1942. He was a solid, techni- 
cally proficient staff officer, it is true, but he had never held a 
command higher than an experimental motorized battalion. He 
was a desk soldier to his toes. Tall, slim, and fastidious, he habitu- 
ally wore gloves because he hated dirt. He bathed and changed 
clothes twice a day and was sarcastically nicknamed "The Noble 
Lord" and "Our Most Elegant Gentleman" by some of his more 
combat-experienced peers.!3 (It must be remembered that most 
Europeans do not bathe daily, as most Americans do.) Worse still, 
he lacked decisiveness and had convinced himself that Hitler was 
an infallible military genius—a fatal combination. He probably 
would have disobeyed the Fuehrer on Reichenau's orders, but he 
would never do so on his own. 


PAULUS FOUGHT HIS first battle as the commander of 6th Army in 
the Dnepropetrovsk sector, where Army Group South checked 
Timoshenko's advance on the Dnieper and brought the Soviet 
winter offensive in the southern sector to a halt. Both sides were 
exhausted by February 10, 1942, when the Soviet salient at Izyum 
was sealed off from the west. Now both sides were engaged in 
a race of supplies. The side that felt it could attack first would have 
a marked advantage in the spring campaign. 

The Russians struck first, at Volchansk on May 9. The main 
attack came near Aleksujevka on May 12. Timoshenko employed 
640,000 men and 1,200 tanks. Sixth Army was hurled back toward 
Kharkov. By May 15 Soviet pincers threatened to envelop the city 
from the north and south. General Plocher estimated the Soviet 
strength as follows: north of the city, six to seven infantry divi- 
sions, three or four armored divisions, and a cavalry division, with 
four infantry divisions, a motorized brigade, four to six armored 
brigades, and eight cavalry divisions in reserve; south of the city, 
twelve infantry and three armored divisions, with three cavalry 
divisions, an infantry division and two motorized brigades in 
reserve. Paulus had only ten infantry divisions, a Hungarian light 
division, and a Slovak artillery regiment. His VIII Corps alone was 
attacked by three Russian armies." 

Sixth Army was saved by the prompt intervention of Group 
Kleist (1st Panzer and 17th Armies), which struck Timoshenko’s 
exposed southern flank on May 17. By May 19 the pressure on 
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Kharkov was eased, as the Russians turned to face Kleist. Paulus 
counterattacked east of Kharkov on May 20 and four days later 
linked up with Kleist west of the city, encircling the main Soviet 
strike force. By May 28 all Soviet resistance had ended. A total of 
240,000 men, 2,026 tanks, and 1,249 guns were captured or de- 
stroyed in the Kharkov pocket. Paulus received the Knights’ 
Cross for his part in this victory.!ó 

In the summer of 1942, 6th Army took part in the drive to 
Voronezh and the clearing of the Don. Then Hitler divided Army 
Group South. He ordered List's Army Group A south, toward 
Rostov and the Caucasus, while Weichs's Army Group B was to 
drive east, across the Don to the Volga—and Stalingrad. Sixth 
Army was to be the spearhead of the eastern thrust. Hitler, how- 
ever, initially gave supply priority to the forces advancing on the 
Caucasus. 

Paulus advanced toward Stalingrad with 20 divisions: 250,000 
men, 500 panzers, 7,000 guns and mortars, and 25,000 horses." His 
advance was very slow because Hitler had diverted the bulk of 
the available fuel to Army Group A, which he considered the most 
important thrust—for the moment, at least. 

Hitler's violation of the principle of objective was fatal to the 
entire summer campaign. Kleist held the opinion that Stalingrad 
could have been taken without a fight at the end ofJuly, but Paulus 
ran out of fuel 150 miles west of Kalach and remained immobilized 
until August 7, when he attacked two Soviet armies west of the 
Don at Kalach. By August 11 the bulk of the Soviet 1st Tank and 
62nd armies had been destroyed, and 50,000 Soviet troops killed 
or captured, along with about 270 tanks and armored vehicles, and 
600 guns.'? 

By August 18 Paulus was within thirty-five miles of Stalingrad, 
but he was again low on fuel and considered his army exhausted, 
in no shape to make the final push to the city.!? He waited five 
more days and then, ignoring the Soviet Don River bridgeheads 
at Kremenskaya and Serafimovich to the north, thrust forward 
again, but with only a single corps: von Wietersheim's XIV Panzer. 
Wietersheim advanced fifty miles and reached the Volga north of 
Stalingrad on August 24, but found himself at the end of a corridor 
thirty miles long and only two miles wide. The Soviets counterat- 
tacked all along the corridor, and also from their Serafimovich and 
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Kremenskaya bridgeheads on Paulus's left flank, using their 63rd, 
21st, and 1st Guards armies. Paulus decided he could not spare 
enough infantry to secure the corridor until Hoth's 4th Panzer 
Army, advancing on Stalingrad from the south, freed his right 
flank. As a result, contact with XIV Panzer Corps was lost until, 
at the end of August, the Soviets fell back into their inner defenses 
at Stalingrad. A secure corridor to Wietersheim was not opened 
until September 2.20 

Hitler's mood had changed again, and Stalingrad was now the 
focal point of the 1942 summer offensive. It was then a city of 
500,000 people, the third largest industrial city in the Soviet Union. 
It produced more than 25 percent of the Red Army's tanks and 
armored vehicles, as well as significant quantities of small arms 
and ammunition. The City of Stalin was constructed along the 
western bank of the Volga. It was twelve miles long but only two 
and a half miles wide. Architecturally it was characterized by stone 
and concrete government buildings, ugly, unpainted wooden 
houses, and large factories. Paulus thought it was an easy target?! 
Map 15 shows the initial German dispositions and the principal 
features of the city. 

The Siege of Stalingrad began on September 2 when the Soviet 
General Chuikov withdrew into the city with his 62nd Army. 
General Shumilov's 64th Army, which was also under Chuikov's 
command, withdrew to positions on his adjacent southern flank, 
opposing the northern wing of 4th Panzer Army. Both Soviet 
armies were heavily reinforced throughout the battle by the Volga 
Flotilla, which ferried supplies, equipment, and men across the 
river? = 

Weichs felt it was essential to attack immediately, before the 
Soviets had time to build up their defenses, but Paulus was tied 
down for several days by hastily launched counterattacks from the 
Stalingrad Front (1st Guards, 24th and 66th armies) on his north- 
ern flank. Under such circumstances Paulus hesitated to launch 
an assault on the city. This hesitation cost him thousands of casu- 
alties later on, and perhaps the battle itself, for Stalin used the 
respite to pour thousands of reinforcements into his city. Finally, 
on September 7, General Walter von Seydlitz-Kurzbach assembled 
the two divisions of his LI Corps at Gumrak and advanced toward 
Mamayev Hill, a three-hundred-foot height in the city’s center and 
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the dominant topographical feature in the sector. Seydlitz- 
Kurzbach’s advance was very methodical: his front was very 
narrow and he had to clear a block at a time, because the Russians 
fought for every building and launched numerous local counterat- 
tacks. The LI Corps finally took the hill on September 13 and the 
next day advanced as far as Railroad Station Number 1, only one- 
third of a mile from the Volga. Then the street fighting began 
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THE BATTLE OF STALINGRAD, 1942-43. General Paulus, Com- 
mander of the 6th Army, attacked the city on a broad front in 
September 1942 and bled his army white in bitter house-to-house 
fighting. Sixth Army held 90 percent of the city when it was 
surrounded on November 22. Paulus surrendered near Red 
Square on January 31, 1943, only hours after he had been pro- 
moted to field marshal. He became the first officer of that rank 
in German history to be captured by the enemy. 
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in earnest. It took 6th Army another six days to penetrate to the 
Volga, cutting Soviet Sixty-second Army in two on September 20.23 

Meanwhile, five miles further south, General Werner Kempf's 
XLVIII Panzer Corps of the 4th Panzer Army joined the battle on 
September 10. It advanced to the outskirts of the city along the 
62nd/64th army boundary, through scrub brush, deep ravines and 
steep gullies, against fanatical resistance. It was the toughest fight- 
ing the corps had yet encountered, but Kempf's men knocked out 
dozens of dug-in T-34 and T-60 tanks, cleverly camouflaged 
artillery positions, machine-gun nests, bunkers, and other posi- 
tions. By September 14, Kempf's XLVIII had linked up with Seyd- 
litz’s LI Corps south of the Tsaritsa Gorge and severed Shumilov's 
forces from those of Chuikov.24 The XLVIII Panzer was then 
handed over to Paulus, who used it to clear the southern half of 
Stalingrad —a mission for which it was totally unsuited. Paulus 
was wasting good mobile units on a job that foot soldiers should 
have handled. Casualties were very high, but the task was com- 
pleted on September 26. That same day, other 6th Army detach- 
ments raised the swastika flag over the government buildings in 
Red Square. But the battle was far from over. 

Stalingrad was a battle fought in the rubble. The Luftwaffe had 
pounded it with tons of bombs two months earlier (on the night 
of August 23/24), in a terror raid that killed tens of thousands of 
civilians. The craters and ruined buildings provided hundreds of 
positions that the Red Army units— platoons, sections, squads, 
fire-teams and sniper detachments—used against 6th Army. Each 
of these positions had to be cleared, one at a time. The battle 
deteriorated into a series of local actions against individual posi- 
tions under the most savage conditions. Few prisoners were taken 
by either side. The German infantry called it Rattenkrieg: a War of 
the Rats. 

Hitler staked his reputation on taking Stalingrad. "You may rest 
assured," he said in a broadcast to the German people, "that 
nobody will ever drive us out of Stalingrad.'?5 From that moment 
on, there would be no retreating from the Volga. 

With Army Group A diverted toward the Caucasus, there were 
not enough German forces available to cover Paulus's flanks. The 
6th Army was now at the apex of a gigantic bulge, extending from 
the Don to the Volga. Its sides were covered by the Rumanians, 
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Italians, and Hungarians—unreliable and ill-equipped foreigners 
whose ability to withstand heavy Russian attacks was question- 
able. General Victor von Schwelder, the commander of the IV 
Corps, said so. He called upon Hitler to abandon Stalingrad and 
concentrate elsewhere. Hitler sacked him immediately. He was 
replaced by Lieutenant General Erwin Jaenecke.” General Gustav 
von Wietersheim, the commander of the XIV Panzer Corps, also 
objected to the way in which the battle was being conducted. 
Paulus relieved him of his command on September 15 and re- 
placed him with Hans Valentin Hube, the tough, one-armed com- 
mander of the 16th Panzer Division." The battle continued. 

Stalin must have been delighted that Hitler had allowed himself 
to be lured into a battle of attrition in a fortified urban area, where 
all the advantages of terrain and position accrued to the defense. 
The tactical skill of the Sixth Army's splendid veteran infantry was 
minimized here, for there was no room for maneuver and the 
fighting was a house-to-house struggle with rifles, pistols, ma- 
chine guns, and hand grenades. Stalin had reinforced Chuikov 
with nine infantry divisions, two tank brigades, and a rifle brigade 
by early October. When these were gone, he threw in more. Sixth 
Army bled its strength into the ruined streets of Stalingrad. 

Paulus, unable or unwilling to see that he was stuck, threw his 
entire strength eastward into the cauldron in late September, 
handing his far-left flank over to the Rumanian 3rd Army. From 
September 20 to October 4 he made four separate reports on his 
declining infantry strength, and called upon Hitler to reinforce 
him still further. On October 6 he finally suspended his attack 
because of his low infantry strength. Since crossing the Don, he 
had lost 40,000 men, mostly in the infantry. The foot battalions 
in the one division were down to an average strength of three 
officers, eleven NCOs and sixty-two men. Sixth Army was also 
low in ammunition. Since the battle began it had fired 25 million 
rounds of small-arms ammunition, over 500,000 antitank shells, 
and 750,000 artillery projectiles.? 

The Battle of Stalingrad was not confined to the city limits. 
North of the city, on the Don-Volga land bridge, Stalin threw in 
about three more armies. The VIII and XI corps had to be diverted 
against this new threat, which they halted. Stalin nevertheless 
continued attacking, pinning down five more divisions. Soviet 
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losses were much heavier than those of the Germans, but Stalin 
could afford them; Paulus could not. Meanwhile, the Rumanian 
4th Army (Rumanian VI and VII corps) under General Constan- 
tinescu took over defensive sectors in the 4th Panzer Army's zone, 
south of Stalingrad.?? 


BARON WOLFRAM VON Richthofen, Commander of 4th Air Fleet, was 
already highly critical of Paulus's handling of the Stalingrad battle. 
He also reported a lag in 6th Army's previously exemplary morale. 
He even called on General Kurt Zeitzler, the Chief of the General 
Staff of the Army, to replace Paulus with a more energetic leader.? 
Nothing was done, however. During the second week of October, 
Hitler reinforced 6th Army with five special engineer battalions?! 
and a panzer division from 4th Panzer Army. Paulus also took 
another infantry division from his left flank and resumed the 
offensive on October 14, using the same tactics as before. There 
was no general offensive all along the line but rather a series of 
local attacks against specific points. The Russians, however, were 
at last running out of real estate, so they resisted with even greater 
tenacity. The next two weeks saw some of the most bitter house- 
to-house fighting of the war.? 

The tractor factory in Stalingrad's northern quarter finally fell 
to the depleted XIV Panzer Corps on October 15, despite a massive 
Soviet artillery bombardment from the eastern bank of the Volga. 
The weather was already turning cold. The heavy rain of October 
18 turned into wet snow a day later. To the west, the roads once 
more turned into seas of mud and 6th Army's supply convoys 
bogged dowmn to their axles. Paulus continued to attack nonethe- 
less, using up the supplies he had accumulated in the first half 
of October.? The Fuehrer had given him an order, and he was 
going to carry it out! The Fuehrer, after all, was always right. By 
October 23 the barricades plant had fallen, and half of the Red 
October metallurgical works was in German hands. By the first 
of November, the Russians held only a few small bridgeheads; 90 
percent of the ruined city was in Paulus's hands, but he had shot 
his bolt. His units were depleted and he was almost out of am- 
munition. Stalin threw in more troops, more replacements. Paulus 
regrouped and attacked again on November 10, in four separate 
offensives, led by four newly arrived engineer battalions. One 
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attack broke through the northernmost Russian bridgehead and 
wiped out the remnants of an enemy division, but the new forma- 
tions were also cut to ribbons within forty-eight hours.** Paulus's 
last offensive had failed. 


THE RUSSIAN OFFENSIVE against the Rumanian 3rd Army began on 
November 19. The following day XLVIII Panzer Corps, now under 
Lieutenant General Ferdinand Heim—until recently Paulus's chief 
of staff— was routed, and the Rumanian 4th Army on Paulus’s 
southern flank disintegrated, splitting 4th Panzer Army in two. 
Paulus assembled a force under XIV Panzer Corps to cover his rear 
and withdrew XI Corps on his left wing to better (and shorter) 
defensive positions, but he could do nothing to prevent the 
impending encirclement. The next day, November 21, the Red 
armies to the north pivoted 90 degrees, into the rear of 6th Army, 
and by noon one of its armored spearheads was within sight of 
Paulus's command post at Golubinsky. General Paulus and his 
staff hurriedly fled southward, where they set up a new CP at 
Gumrak Airfield. That same day Hitler sent him a fatal order: 6th 
Army was to stand fast, despite the danger of encirclement.’ The 
Luftwaffe would resupply Stalingrad by air, he declared. 

Later that day, Paulus and his chief of staff, Major General 
Arthur Schmidt, met with General Martin Fiebig, Commander of 
the VIII Air Corps, who told them frankly that the airlift was im- 
possible. Paulus and, especially, Schmidt were unconvinced.?6 In 
Arthur Schmidt, Paulus had found another strong-willed man to 
guide him. He would be under the spell of Schmidt's dominant 
personality until the end of the battle. 

November 22 was a fateful day in the history of Nazi Germany. 
The two Soviet spearheads joined hands near Kalach, surrounding 
6th Army in a pocket thirty miles in length and twenty-four miles 
in width (ie. north to south). To the north, massive Russian 
attacks had almost overwhelmed XI Corps and had forced it to 
retreat toward the city. At 6 P. M. that evening, Paulus and Schmidt 
met with Hoth and Luftwaffe Major General Wolfgang Pickert, the 
commanders of the 4th Panzer Army and 9th Flak Division, respec- 
tively. Paulus did not speak during the entire conference, except 
to agree with Schmidt. The chief of staff told Hoth and Pickert that 
6th Army had insufficient fuel to break out ofStalingrad and would 
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have to be supplied by air. Pickert argued that the army should 
break out to the southwest immediately, because he did not 
believe air resupply on such a massive scale was possible during 
the Russian winter. "It simply has to be done!" Schmidt re- 
sponded. The troops in the pocket could help, he said, by eating 
their horses first, to give the Luftwaffe time to organize the airlift.?? 
Paulus agreed. He was deceiving himself. 

As any second lieutenant knows, the best time to break any 
encirclement is immediately after it is completed. The enemy has 
not had time to consolidate his gains or shore up his weak points. 
The corps commanders of 6th Army knew this, of course. On 
November 27, at 6th Army Headquarters, they unanimously urged 
Paulus to order a breakout on his own initiative. General von 
Seydlitz-Kurzbach urged him to "take the course of the Lion," a 
reference to General Karl von Litzmann who, in November 1914, 
had made a daring breakout against orders when encircled by the 
Russians. General Hans Hube, the one-armed commander of the 
XIV Panzer Corps, said: "A breakout is our only chance!" General 
Karl Strecker (CG, XI Corps) pleaded with Paulus. "We can't just 
remain here and die!" he said. General Walter Heitz (CG, VIII 
Corps) called for an immediate breakout, regardless of casualties. 
It would be better, he said, to break out, even if only five divisions 
made good their escape, than to die with twenty. General Jaenecke 
commented: "Reichenau would have brushed aside all doubts." 

"| am no Reichenau," Paulus replied gravely. 

Theargument continued. Jaenecke, a personal friend of Paulus's, 
put heavy pressure on him. "We shall go through the Russians 
like a hot knife through butter," he predicted. Seydlitz revealed 
that he had already ordered his corps to destroy all surplus equip- 
ment that could not be carried on a long march. He had set the 
example himself by burning everything he had except the uniform 
he was wearing. All of the corps commanders expressed their 
approval and urged a breakout, in spite of Hitler's orders. 

“We must obey," Schmidt said. 

“I shall obey," Paulus responded. 

Later, General Jaenecke, who escaped the fall of Stalingrad at 
the last moment, wrote: “In spite of his intelligence, Colonel Gen- 
eral Paulus was far too pliable to cope with Hitler. Iam convinced 
that this is the real and deeper cause of his failure.” 
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General Seydlitz refused to accept Paulus's decision as binding. 
This disobedience was in keeping with his family tradition. One 
of his ancestors, General Friedrich Wilhelm von Seydlitz, had won 
the Battle of Zorndorf in the Seven Years' War by disobeying the 
orders of Frederick the Great. Later, Major General Florian von 
Seydlitz had taken part in the unauthorized negotiations with the 
Russians during the Napoleonic Wars. These negotiations had led 
to a Russo-Prussian truce and eventually resulted in the Prussian 
defection from Napoleon in 1813. Now, General of Artillery Walter 
von Seydlitz bypassed Paulus and demanded that Baron Maxi- 
milian von Weichs, the commander of Army Group B, order the 
breakout on his own initiative.” "To remain inactive," Seydlitz 
signaled, "is a crime from the military viewpoint, and it is a crime 
from the point of view of responsibility to the German people.'?? 

Weichs did not respond. Sixth Army did not move. 


THE STALINGRAD AIRLIFT failed, just as Richthofen and the other 
experts said it would. The 4th Air Fleet, without enough aircraft 
and hampered by bad weather and the Red Air Force, could de- 
liver an average of only 70 tons of supplies a day as of December 
11. Sixth Army demanded 750 tons a day, and needed a minimum 
of 300.40 On that day Paulus and Schmidt again met with Fiebig. 
The troops, they said, had been on one-third rations since No- 
vember 23. They would have to issue their last food reserves on 
December 16 and would be out of food by January 18, 1943. Almost 
all the horses had been eaten. The soldiers' general physical 
condition had deteriorated to a dangerous level. Of the 270,000 
men in the pocket, the effective infantry strength was down to 
40,000. Soviet troops in the siege line were walking about freely 
because the German soldiers would not shoot at them; they were 
saving what little ammunition they had left for beating off attacks. 
Many slept in shell holes or on the frozen ground with a single 
blanket because only one-third of the men had bunkers. There 
were tens of thousands of cases of frostbite, and thousands froze 
to death. Heating materials, of course, were not flown into the 
pocket, and available supplies were exhausted.^! As of December 
7, 6th Army was living on one loaf of stale bread for every five 
men. On December 26, Wilhelm Hoffmann of the 267th Infantry 
Regiment, 94th Infantry Division, wrote in his diary: "The horses 
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have already been eaten. I would eat a cat; they say its meat is 
tasty. The soldiers look like corpses or lunatics. ... They no longer 
take cover from Russian shells; they haven't the strength to walk, 
run away and hide."? Even now, however, Paulus was to have 
one last opportunity to save at least part of his army. 


HQ, ARMY GROUP Don (formerly HQ, 11th Army), was set up under 
Field Marshal Erich von Manstein in late November to rescue 6th 
Army. Despite tremendous odds, Manstein used all of his military 
genius and managed to push a relief column from 4th Panzer Army 
to within thirty miles of Stalingrad, but here he was halted. He 
called on Paulus to break out, and even Hitler gave conditional 
approval, but Paulus hesitated; he estimated that he had only 
enough fuel to travel eighteen miles—no more. The colonel gen- 
eral (he had been promoted on December 1) refused to budge. 

Manstein sent Major Eismann, his Ic, to Stalingrad to reason 
with Paulus but found him unimpressed. "What ultimately 
decided the attitude of 6th Army Headquarters," Manstein wrote 
later, “was the opinion of the Chief of Staff. . . . ‘Sixth Army,’ he 
told Eismann, ‘will still be in position at Easter. All you people have 
to do is to supply it better.'" Manstein concluded that all of Eis- 
mann's remonstrances "were like water off a duck's back."^ 

By Christmas 1942, 28,000 men had died in Stalingrad since the 
encirclement was completed less than a month before. Sixth 
Army's strength stood at 246,000, including 13,000 Rumanians and 
19,300 Russian auxiliaries. Infantry strength was very low. Supply 
and service troops had been converted to infantry, but they were 
not very combat-effective. The temperatures in Stalingrad dipped 
to minus 5 degrees Fahrenheit, further reducing infantry 
strength.“ To make matters worse, 4th Air Fleet's Morozovskaya 
and Tatsinskaya airfields were overrun, making the airlift more 
and more difficult. 

On December 27, 4th Panzer Army's relief column was forced 
to withdraw to prevent being encircled. Sixth Army rejected two 
surrender demands on January 8 and 9, 1943, and on the next day 
was attacked by seven Soviet armies. Two days later Pitomnik, 
the better of the two airstrips left to 6th Army, fell. Gaps appeared 
in the front, and Paulus, down to fewer than one hundred tanks 
and almost out of fuel and ammunition, was unable to close them. 
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Nevertheless he fought on, with steadily dwindling resources. 
Gumrak, the last airfield, fell on January 22, and the Soviets tore 
a three-mile gap in the southwestern sector, which Paulus could 
not close. The Russians broke through the western perimeter the 
next day and penetrated to the tractor works, cutting the pocket 
in two and isolating XI Corps to the north. Paulus reported more 
than 12,000 unattended wounded, many of whom were lying in 
the streets.^ Shortly after, Paulus ordered that the wounded no 
longer be fed. Only those who could still fight would be given food. 
He signaled Hitler: "Your orders are being executed. Long live 
Germany!’46 

Paulus was in despair. He complained to a Luftwaffe pilot that 
his men had had nothing to eat for four days. "Can you imagine 
soldiers falling upon the carcass of a horse, smashing his head 
open and eating its brains raw?"^ But the Fuehrer had ordered 
him not to surrender, and the Fuehrer must be obeyed, no matter 
what the cost. Sixth Army fought on. By January 25 there were 
20,000 unattended wounded in the streets.*8 

The southern pocket was cut in half on January 28. HQ, 6th 
Army was now situated in the southernmost of the three pockets, 
in the ruins of a large department store in Red Square, guarded 
by the remnants of Major General Alexander von Hartmann's 71st 
Infantry Division.? Two days later Paulus signaled Hitler from 
here: "On the anniversary of your assumption of power, the 6th 
Army sends greetings to the Fuehrer. The swastika still flutters 
over Stalingrad. May our struggle stand as an example to genera- 
tions yet unborn never to surrender, no matter how desperate the 
odds. Then Germany will be victorious. Heil, Mein Fuehrer!”’50 

That same day the 76th Infantry Division was overwhelmed. 
Near Railroad Station Number 1, the Headquarters, XIV Panzer 
Corps, was surrounded and forced to surrender. General Hube 
had been flown out on Hitler's orders a few days before and had 
been replaced by Lieutenant General Hellmut Schloemer, who 
surrendered the corps. In the northern pocket Soviet T-34 tanks 
broke through to the command bunker shared by VIII and LI 
corps. Walter von Seydlitz, Walter Heitz, and five other generals 
surrendered.’! 

That night, on General Zeitzler's recommendation—but not 
without misgivings—Hitler promoted Paulus to field marshal and 
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sent him a message, reminding him that no German field marshal 
had ever been captured. Hitler was clearly putting a pistol in 
Paulus's hands, inviting him to commit suicide. 

Meanwhile, 71st Infantry Division was overrun and General von 
Hartmann had been killed. He may have deliberately exposed 
himself to Russian fire. At 6:15 AM. on the morning of January 31, 
the radio operator at 6th Army Headquarters signaled that there 
were Russians outside the door. The last transmission came at 7:15 
AM, announcing to OKH that they were destroying their radio 
equipment.? Shortly thereafter, Field Marshal Paulus surren- 
dered. Hitler never forgave him for this, commenting that he had 
done an about-face on the threshold of history. 

At 8:40 A.M. on February 2, 1943, General Karl Strecker surren- 
dered the last pocket and the remnants of XI Corps to the Rus- 
sians.? The Battle of Stalingrad was over. Of the 274,000 men 
encircled on November 22, 13,000 were Rumanians and 19,700 
were Russian auxiliaries. About 25,000 German sick and wounded 
had been flown out and 91,000 surrendered, which meant that 
more than 150,000 Germans were killed or died in the siege, for 
a total casualty figure of just over 240,000 (excluding evacuated 
wounded). Both Paulus and Manstein, however, insisted that 
the total killed and captured did not exceed 220,000. Soviet esti- 
mates of German losses vary from 258,000 to one and a half mil- 
lion. Two hundred thirty thousand is the commonly accepted 
figure. This, of course, excludes thousands killed or captured prior 
to and during the encirclement. By any measure, the disaster 
was enormous. 

The Russians never made public their own casualty figures for 
Stalingrad. The VIII and III Cavalry corps, however, lost 36 percent 
and 45 percent of their troops, respectively. If their casualties are 
in any way representative, Soviet losses were also enormous. 

The survivors of 6th Army underwent a series of forced marches 
rivaling the Bataan Death March. Only about half of them ever 
reached the prisoner of war camps in Siberia. Only about 7,000 
lived to see Germany again. Even they were not repatriated for 
another decade. 

Sixth Army's courageous last stand did have one benefit for the 
Germans: it bought time for Manstein. By tying down seven Rus- 
sian armies, it allowed him time to partially stabilize the southern 
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sector of the Eastern Front, which seemed on the verge of total 
collapse in December 1942. 


FRIEDRICH PAULUS INITIALLY refused to cooperate with his captors, 
who wanted him to make anti-Nazi broadcasts to the German 
troops, but in 1944 he was persuaded. In mid-July he called on 
the officers of Army Group North to desert or to disobey Hitler's 
“murderous orders" to stand fast against the Russians.” He also 
joined the National Free Germany Committee. As a result, his 
entire family was arrested on Hitler's personal orders under Sip- 
penhaft, the doctrine of collective family responsibility, which was 
used by the Nazis.” 

Field Marshal Paulus appeared as a witness for the Russian 
prosecution at Nuremberg in 1946, but was not released from 
prison until 1953. His wife had died in Baden-Baden four years 
before. He settled in Dresden, East Germany, and was for a time 
an inspector in the People's Police. He died (apparently of cancer) 
in Saxony on February 1, 1957.58 


12 


ERICH VON MANSTEIN 


“HITLER'S RESPECT FOR Manstein bordered on fear," David Irving 
wrote in 1977.! From his point of view, Hitler had reason to fear 
Manstein. "The general verdict among the German generals I 
interrogated in 1945," B. H. Liddell Hart wrote in January 1958, 
“was that Field Marshal von Manstein had proved the ablest 
commander in their Army, and the man they had most desired 
to become Commander-in-Chief.”? This was the opinion of Gerd 
von Rundstedt, the senior German field marshal, of Heinz 
Guderian, the leader of the panzer arm, and many others. Even 
Hitler said: "Manstein is perhaps the best brain that the General 
Staff Corps has produced.'? This is precisely why Hitler feared 
him. He was universally respected and even held somewhat in 
awe by the German generals—a class not exactly known for its 
lack of personal ego. If anyone could have led a successful military 
revolt, it was Manstein. 


HE WAS BORN Fritz Erich von Lewinski in Berlin on November 24, 
1887. His father, General of Artillery Eduard von Lewinski, later 
became a corps commander in the Imperial German Army. The 
Prussian military tradition of his family went back to the Teutonic 
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knights. Erich, however, was Eduard's tenth child, and Frau von 
Lewinski's sister was childless, so Lewinski allowed her to adopt 
him. Erich's stepfather was Lieutenant General Manstein, a divi- 
sional commander in the Kaiser's army. Erich eventually took his 
name and became Fritz Erich von Lewinski gennant von Man- 
stein—Erich von Manstein for short.* 

Manstein was educated at Strasbourg and in various cadet 
schools. He entered the Army as a matter of course, as an officer- 
cadet in the elite 3rd Prussian Foot Guards Regiment ("Dritte 
Garderegiment zu Fuss") in 1906, and was commissioned on July 
1, 1907. Second Lieutenant Manstein attended the War Academy 
(1913-14), earned his General Staff credentials, and was a first 
lieutenant and adjutant of the 2nd Guards Reserve Regiment 
when the Great War broke out.’ 

Young Manstein fought in Belgium, then in East Prussia and 
Poland (under his uncle, Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg), and 
was badly wounded in November 1914. He returned to duty in 
May or early June 1915 and served successively as Adjutant to the 
Headquarters, 12th Army, and as a General Staff Officer with the 
11th and 1st armies on the Eastern and Western Fronts. After 
fighting at Verdun, he became GSO I (Chief of Operations) of the 
4th Cavalry Division in Estonia and Courland and in May 1918 
was named GSO of the 213th Assault Infantry Division on the 
Western Front. He emerged from the war as a captain with the 
Iron Cross, 1st Class, and the Hohenzollern House Order.$ 

Manstein's natural brilliance and inbred military aptitude had 
now been supplemented with valuable operational experience. He 
spent the Reichswehr era in various staff appointments except for 
three years as an infantry company commander (1921-24) and one 
year in command of an infantry battalion (1931-32). He was pro- 
moted to full colonel in 1933 and was appointed chief of staff of 
Wehrkreis III in Berlin in early 1934. The following year he was 
named chief of the Operations Branch of the General Staff of the 
Army. He was promoted to major general on October 1, 1936. 
General Beck appointed him deputy chief of the General Staff 
(Oberquartiermeister I) in October 1936.7 

Manstein first ran afoul of the Nazis in early 1934, when the first 
racial restrictions order was issued by the Minister of War, General 
Blomberg. Manstein wrote a letter of protest to Reichenau, stating 
that it was cowardice for the Army to surrender to the Nazi Party 
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and discriminate against its Jewish soldiers, who had demon- 
strated by their enlistments that they were willing to sacrifice their 
lives for Germany. Reichenau was furious. He showed the letter 
to Blomberg, whom Manstein had, in effect, called a coward. Blom- 
berg called General Fritsch, the C-in-C of the Army, and de- 
manded Manstein be disciplined. Fritsch, the tough Prussian 
infantryman, was unmoved. Perhaps he agreed with Manstein. In 
any event, he told Blomberg that Army disciplinary matters were 
none of Blomberg’s business. He did nothing to Manstein.’ 

Major General Manstein was on Hitler’s list of reprobates when 
he met with Brauchitsch in early 1938. The same day Brauchitsch 
replaced Fritsch, Manstein was relieved of his staff appointment. 
Manstein was apparently considered too brilliant to cashier alto- 
gether, however, so he was given command of the 18th Infantry 
Division at Leipzig; in effect, he had been sent into exile. He was 
nevertheless earmarked to be Chief of Staff of Leeb’s 12th Army 
in the invasion of Czechoslovakia in September 1938 and was pro- 
moted to lieutenant general on April 1, 1939.9 

In April 1939 Manstein was named Chief of Staff of Arbeitsstab 
Rundstedt (Working Staff Rundstedt) and, with Colonel Guenther 
Blumentritt, planned the invasion of southern Poland and the 
capture of Warsaw. He retained his divisional command until 
August. During the invasion of Poland he was chief of staff, Army 
Group South. 

As we have seen (chapter 2), Manstein originated the plan that 
led to the fall of France in 1940. Possibly acting out of revenge for 
the damage it did to his own career, von Brauchitsch "kicked him 
upstairs" and transferred him to the command of XXXVIII Corps, 
then in the process of forming in Stettin. Manstein was on leave 
at Leipzig, eastern Germany, when the invasion of France began. 
He learned over the public radio that it had started. Thirty-eighth 
Corps was attached to Army Group A shortly thereafter, and 
Manstein played a minor role in the mopping-up operations after 
Dunkirk and spent the next eight months of occupation duty on 
the Channel coast.’ He was promoted to general of infantry on 
June 1, 1940.!2 


AT THE END of February 1941, Manstein was named commander of 
the LVI Panzer Corps, then being formed in Germany.” Initially 
controlling the 8th Panzer, 3rd Motorized, 3rd SS Motorized, and 
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290th Infantry divisions, it was part of Hoepner's 4th Panzer 
Group, Army Group North, during the invasion of the Soviet 
Union.!* Manstein distinguished himself by penetrating more than 
two hundred miles into Russia and took the Dvina River bridge 
at Dvinsk intact on the fifth day of the campaign. His rescue of 
the German X Corps and the subsequent destruction of the Soviet 
.34th Army near Demyansk was a brilliant maneuver (see chapter 
5). After that, Manstein was engaged in beating off Soviet counter- 
attacks between Lake Ilmen and Lake Peipus. 

Meanwhile, on the morning of September 12, a thousand miles 
to the south, Colonel General Ritter Eugen von Schobert was in 
a Storch reconnaissance plane, directing his 11th Army's attack 
on the Perekop Isthmus on the northern approach to the Crimea, 
when the engine failed. The pilot attempted a forced landing, but 
came down in a Russian minefield. Both he and the general were 
killed instantly.'5 The attack failed. Manstein was given command 
of the 11th Army that same evening. 

When he took over 11th Army, it had been assigned two diver- 
gent missions: to overrun the Crimea and to take Rostov. His 
available forces included LIV, XLIV Mountain, and XXX Corps: six 
infantry and two mountain divisions, and the 1st SS Motorized 
Division "Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler," as well as the Rumanian 3rd 
Army (three mountain and three cavalry brigades). The 1st SS was 
his only mobile unit. He saw at once that he did not have the 
strength to take both objectives, so he decided to attack the 
Crimea first because it represented a base from which Stalin could 
bomb the Rumanian oil fields and/or threaten the deep right flank 
of Army Group South." 

On September 24, 1941, Manstein attacked south into the 
Perekop with General Eric Hansen's LIV Corps. General Ludwig 
Kuebler's XLIX Mountain Corps was in reserve nearby, ready to 
exploit any breakthrough and drive to Sevastopol, the Red naval 
fortress on the southwestern tip of the peninsula. All Manstein 
had to defend his eastern flank was General Hans von Salmuth's 
XXX Corps and six unreliable Rumanian brigades. 

After bitter fighting against six Soviet divisions, Hansen's LIV 
Corps stormed the Perekop on September 28, capturing 10,000 
prisoners, 112 tanks, and 135 guns in the process. The victory could 
not be exploited, however, because the Russians attacked Man- 
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stein's eastern flank with two armies on September 26. The XXX 
held, but the Rumanians collapsed, and Manstein had to rush 
Kuebler's Corps to the Nogav Steppe. 

By attacking in such a manner, the Russians north of the Sea 
of Azov saved the Crimea but at the same time exposed their own 
right flank to an attack by Kleist's 1st Panzer Army to the north. 
He and Manstein cooperated in a battle of encirclement on the 
Sea of Azov from October 5-10. They destroyed the Soviet 18th 
Army, killed its commander, routed the Soviet 9th Army, took 
65,000 prisoners, and destroyed or captured 212 tanks and 672 
guns.'§ The cost of this victory was high, however, for it gave the 
Russians three weeks to reinforce Sevastopol and the Crimea. 

South of Perekop, the Soviets concentrated eight infantry and 
four cavalry divisions, blocking the road to Sevastopol. Army 
Group South had detached XLIX Mountain Corps from 11th Army, 
so Manstein had only six divisions left—all infantry, with little 
room to maneuver. The battle lasted for ten days, before the Rus- 
sians retreated on October 28. Manstein pursued quickly and 
captured more than 100,000 prisoners, 700 guns, and 160 tanks.'? 
He could not, however, take Sevastopol. 

The Siege of Sevastopol lasted 247 days. Manstein launched an 
attack on October 30 and took the Balaklava Hills. On December 
17 he launched what he hoped would be the final assault, but as 
the attack was entering a critical phase the Soviets staged an am- 
phibious assault on the Kerch peninsula (on the eastern end of 
the Crimea), forcing him to call off the attack and divert units from 
Sevastopol to the Kerch. There the lines remained until the end 
of the Russiamwinter. 

Manstein, a colonel general as of New Year's Day, 1942, was now 
operating on interior lines between Sevastopol and the Soviet 
bridgehead in the Kerch. In early May he suddenly shifted the 
bulk of his forces to the east: he launched a surprise attack on the 
Kerch bridgehead with five infantry divisions and the 22nd Panzer 
Division, plus a Rumanian corps. He was also well supported by 
the Stuka dive bombers of Wolfram von Richthofen's VIII Air 
Corps. In ten days he destroyed two Soviet armies, captured 
170,000 prisoners, 1,133 guns, and 258 tanks, with a loss of only 
7,500 casualties himself.?? It was a brilliant victory. Now, with his 
rear secure, Manstein turned against Sevastopol one last time. 
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Manstein struck Sevastopol on June 3 with a massive artillery 
and mortar concentration: 1,300 tubes in all. Then, supported by 
the Stukas of VIII Air Corps, the infantry went forward against 
fanatical Soviet resistance. The fortress finally fell on July 3. Two 
more Soviet armies had been annihilated and 90,000 prisoners 
taken, along with 467 guns, 758 mortars, 26 tanks, 141 aircraft, and 
155 antitank guns. Shortly after, Hitler promoted Manstein to field 
marshal, to rank from July 1, 1942?! 

Instead of sending 11th Army to Army Group A or B, to lend 
weight to the main thrust of the 1942 summer offensive, Hitler 
sent it to Army Group North for an attack on Leningrad. He was 
confident that the city would be captured—but Manstein was less 
optimistic. The attack was scheduled for September 14, but the 
Soviets forestalled it by launching an offensive of their own, 
against the southern flank of Colonel General Georg Lindemann's 
18th Army, on August 27. The 11th Army had to be diverted to 
the threatened sector. Manstein severed the Russian penetration 
at its base, destroying seven infantry divisions, six infantry 
brigades, and four armored brigades of the elite 2nd Shock Army. 
The Russians suffered extremely heavy losses in unsuccessful 
breakout attempts and most of their men were killed. Only 12,000 
prisoners were taken, but more than 300 guns, 500 mortars, and 
244 tanks were captured or destroyed.”2 

After the fighting ended, Manstein attended the funeral of his 
son, twenty-year-old Gero Erich von Manstein, a lieutenant in the 
51st Panzer Grenadier Regiment, who fell victim to a Russian shell 
in the last days of the battle. They buried him on the shore of Lake 
Ilmen. Then the field marshal went on leave to Leipzig to comfort 
his wife. He had been back at the front only a short time when 
the Russians burst through the Rumanian 3rd and 4th armies and 
encircled the 6th Army in Stalingrad on November 22.23 Man- 
stein’s HQ was redesignated Army Group Don and given the mis- 
sion of rescuing 6th Army and restoring the southern sector of 
the Eastern Front. Manstein had entered the most critical and 
demanding phase of his military career. 


EVEN BEFORE HIS headquarters was activated on November 27, Man- 
stein was already hinting to Zeitzler and OKH that 6th Army 
should be allowed to break out. Hitler refused to allow it, however, 
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ARMY GROUP DON ORDER OF BATTLE, 
January 1, 1943 


6th Army: encircled at Stalingrad 
Army Detachment Hoth: 
. 4th Panzer Army: 
LVII Panzer Corps: 17th Panzer Division 
23rd Panzer Division 
Parts of 16th Motorized Division 
5th SS Panzer Division* 
Reserve: 16th Motorized Division (-)** 
15th Luftwaffe Field Division 
4th Rumanian Army: 
Remnants of six Rumanian divisions 
Army Detachment Hollidt: 
Group Mieth: 336th Infantry Division 
7th Luftwaffe Field Division 
Three miscellaneous battle groups 
XVII Corps: 22nd Panzer Division 
294th Infantry Division 
8th Luftwaffe Field Division (-) 
XLVIII Panzer Corps: 6th Panzer Division 
Elements, 306th Infantry Division 
XXIX Corps: Elements of 62nd Infantry Division 
Elements of 298th Infantry Division 
~ Remnants of eight Rumanian and Italian 
divisions 
Reserve: 11th Panzer Division 
306th Infantry Division (-) 
Rear Area Command Don: 403rd Security Division (-) 
Army Group Reserve: 7th Panzer Division (en route) 


*En route from Army Group A 
**'"(-)" means some division units detached or destroyed. 


SOURCE: Kriegstagebuch des OKW, Volume II: 4. 
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so Manstein was faced with three tasks: 1) restore the front line, 
which was then in remnants; 2) prevent the Russians from reach- 
ing Rostov and cutting off Army Group A in the Caucasus; and 
3) relieve 6th Army. To do all of this, Manstein had only (north 
to south) XVII Corps on the Chir; the remnants of the Rumanian 
9rd Army; the remnants of the XLVIII Panzer Corps; the weak 4th 
Panzer Army; and the remnants of the Rumanian 4th Army. Table 
5 shows his entire order of battle as of January 1, 1943, after he 
had been reinforced. He was facing ten Soviet combined arms 
armies, a tank army, four air armies, several independent cavalry, 
tank and mechanized corps, and over one hundred independent 
tank, artillery, antitank, combat engineer, and other regiments.?* 

Manstein did a masterful job. He gave ground in the Chir sector 
when he had to but held his front largely intact; stopped the 
Soviets at Rostov by committing his last reserves; and came within 
thirty miles of reaching Stalingrad. Paulus refused to break out 
and Hitler would not order him to, so 6th Army died. Manstein, 
however, kept his escape routes open long enough for 4th Panzer 
Army to withdraw. Had Hitler given Manstein the reinforcements 
he requested from Army Group A—and a free hand—he might 
well have saved a large part of 6th Army. 

It would be useful if there were enough space to discuss Man- 
stein's operations more fully, but there is not. They were character- 
ized by genius, complexity, and almost emotionless nerve. To 
completely understand them, one must study individual troop 
movements day-by-day: a suitable subject for an entire book, but 
not an individual chapter. 

Manstein's imperturbability was legendary. On January 7, 1943, 
for example, his orderly officer, Captain Annus, burst into his 
room. "Herr Feldmarschall, Soviet tanks have crossed the Don 
only twelve miles from here and are making straight for us... . Our 
Cossack covering parties have been overrun. We've nothing left." 

"That so?" Manstein said calmly, and smiled. "We've got all 
sorts ofthings left, Annus. That tank repair shop next door—surely 
there are bound to be a few more or less operational tanks there. 
Collect whatever can be used and go knock out the Soviets. Get 
the staff organized for defense. We're staying put. I'll leave you 
to cope with this little disturbance." Captain Annus did in fact 
halt the Russians within ten miles of GHQ.25 

Rostov was the real key to the campaign, for Hitler had not 


Erich von Manstein 249 


allowed the timely retreat of Army Group A, and Stalin burst 
through toward the Sea of Azov with nine armies. Had he reached 
the city, he would have cut off the 4th Panzer, 1st Panzer, and 
17th armies, plus part of the Rumanian 4th Army—900,000 men 
in all! This disaster would have exceeded that of Stalingrad for the 
Germans. As it happened, Manstein shifted his forces, once again 
committed his last reserves, and halted the Soviets within twenty 
miles of the city.?6 


RESISTANCE ENDED IN Stalingrad on February 2, 1943. Manstein flew 
to Fuehrer Headquarters with the intention of demanding that 
Hitler resign as Supreme Commander. He did not make the 
demand, however, because of the dictator's mood and his ready 
acceptance that Stalingrad was his responsibility alone. After a 
four-hour conference, Hitler acceded to Manstein's request to 
abandon the eastern Donets, in order to release 4th Panzer Army 
for a counteroffensive.?7 

The winter battles had left Army Group Don battered but in 
better shape than reasonably could have been expected. Several 
panzer units still had enough strength to launch counterattacks. 
Manstein pulled all of his tank units out of the line and placed 
them under Hoth's 4th Panzer Army. He had correctly predicted 
that the headlong Soviet advance on Kharkov would leave them 
in a state of near supply exhaustion. Also, they would not expect 
such a bold offensive. Of that Manstein was sure. 

Hitler was very nervous about Manstein's audacious plan. He 
flew to Army Group Don's Headquarters at Zaporozhye on Febru- 
ary 16 and was at the point of watering down the attack; but then 
the news arrived that the Russians had broken through nearby. 
With enemy tanks advancing unopposed only six miles away, 
Hitler had to make a hasty exit, leaving a relieved Manstein free 
to conduct his own operations.?® 

Manstein's counteroffensive was a huge success. It ended the 
Soviet winter offensive, recaptured Kharkov, destroyed the Soviet 
3rd Tank Army and supporting formations, and captured or de- 
stroyed 615 tanks, 354 guns, and large quantities of other equip- 
ment between the Donets and the Dnieper. On March 10 Hitler 
once more flew to Manstein's HQ and decorated him with the Oak 
Leaves to the Knight's Cross.?? 

At the end of the German offensive, a huge bulge existed in the 
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Kursk sector that Hitler wanted to pinch off. Manstein favored an 
Offensive aimed at retaking the Donets, but finally agreed to the 
Kursk attack—but only if it could be launched in May 1943, before 
Stalin could adequately reinforce the bulge. Hitler, however, 
delayed the offensive until July. The result was the greatest tank 
batile in history—and a German defeat. The Soviets then broke 
through the southern flank of Army Group Center and headed 
west. It was the end of Hitler's last major offensive in the East. 

From this point on, all roads led back for Manstein. On July 17 
his twenty-nine infantry and thirteen panzer or panzer grenadier 
divisions faced 109 Soviet infantry divisions, ten tank corps, séven 
mechanized and seven cavalry corps, twenty independent tank 
brigades, and eight antitank brigades, plus assorted other troops. 
By early September, these had been reinforced by fifty-five more 
infantry divisions, two tank corps, and about a dozen tank bri- 
gades. Manstein was outnumbered roughly six to one by Sep- 
tember 7. Army Group South (as Manstein's HQ had been redes- 
ignated) was opposed by twenty-one Soviet armies.?? 

Manstein fell back from the Mius to the Donets to the Dnieper. 
By August 24 he had only 257 panzers and 220 assault guns to 
hold a 1,300 mile front?! Hitler constantly demanded that Man- 
stein hold every foot of territory, but he would not—could not. 
He did, however, relieve General Franz Werner Kempf (CG, Army 
Detachment Kempf, later 8th Army), following the loss of Kharkov, 
even though Manstein knew it could not have been held with the 
forces available. 

If Erich von Manstein was a magnificent military commander, 
his character did not always match his genius. He used Kempf 
as a scapegoat for the loss of Kharkov in August 1943, just as he 
had used General Count Hans von Sponeck, commander of the 
XLII Corps, as a scapegoat for the loss of the Kerch and the failure 
of the Sevastopol attack in December 1941. Manstein no doubt 
knew it was unreasonable to expect Sponeck to hold off two Soviet 
armies with a single division, but he sacked him just the same and 
did not object when Hitler threw him into prison as a result. 
Sponeck was later executed without trial after July 20, 1944.32 
Manstein's attitude toward the Jews also seemed to change in 
Russia, or perhaps he drew a distinction between foreign Jews and 
German soldiers who happened to be Jewish. It will be remem- 
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bered that he ran afoul of the Nazis in early 1934 for his outspoken 
defense of Jewish servicemen in the German Army; yet as early 
as November 20, 1941, he issued an order to his divisions, stating 
that the German soldier in the East was "the bearer of a ruthless 
national ideology. . . . therefore the soldier must have under- 
standing of the necessity of a severe but just revenge on sub- 
human Jewry.”33 He would not, however, condone or assist the 
Nazis in their mass murders.*4 

Possibly Manstein's changing attitude toward the Jews repre- 
sents a compromise for the sake of his own advancement. Man- 
stein's ambition remained overhwleming, and he made no secret 
of the fact that he wanted to be Commander-in-Chief of the East- 
ern Front, and a great many generals supported him for the post. 
On September 3, 1943, backed by Kluge, Manstein made a series 
of radical proposals to Hitler. They included a unified command 
in the East (presumably under Manstein himself), the abolition of 
OKW, and the placing of all theaters of the war under the Chief 
of the General Staff of the Army. Hitler, of course, rejected all of 
the proposals.*5 


BY EARLY OCTOBER 1943, Army Group South had thirty-seven divi- 
sions, with an average strength of one thousand men each, or an 
average of eighty men per mile of front. Manstein was unable to 
hold the Dnieper line. He fell back and then suddenly launched 
another brilliant counterattack, smashing the Soviet 5th Guards 
Army at Krivoy Rog. When the remnants of the 5th Guards 
escaped on October 28, they left behind more than 350 tanks, 350 
guns, 5,000 prisoners, and 10,000 dead. Manstein's skillful maneu- 
vering had once again temporarily stabilized the Eastern Front.?é 

The Soviet winter offensive of 1943/44 began on December 24, 
and Zhitomer was lost again on December 31. On January 4, 1944, 
Manstein flew to Rastenburg and demanded permission to pull 
back his entire southern wing, but Hitler refused. Manstein asked 
everyone except Hitler and Zeitzler to leave the room. He then 
began a devastating critique of the Fuehrer's direction of the 
Eastern war. Hitler tried to stare him down, but Manstein con- 
tinued to speak as if he were lecturing a none-too-bright second 
lieutenant. He concluded by once again demanding a C-in-C, East 
(i.e., himself). Hitler told Manstein that not even he, the Fuehrer, 
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could get the field marshals to obey his orders. Did Manstein 
believe he could do better? Yes, Manstein answered—his orders 
were always obeyed. Hitler, taken aback, promptly brought the 
meeting to an end. He turned down both of Manstein's requests 
for a C-in-C and for permission to withdraw his right flank.*” As 
aresult, XLII and XI corps of 8th Army were surrounded near Che- 
rassky. Hitler ordered General Wilhelm Stemmermann, the pocket 
commander, to hold at all costs, rather than stage a breakout. 

On January 27, at General Schmundt's suggestion, the principal 
Eastern Front commanders were summoned to Posen for two days 
of speeches by Goebbels, Rosenberg, and others. The object was 
to rekindle their faith and enthusiasm for the war and for National 
Socialism. Then the military leaders were shipped off to Rasten- 
burg, where Hitler himself delivered a powerful oration on the 
duties of officers. If, he said, he were ever abandoned as Supreme 
Commander, it was the duty of the entire Officer Corps to gather 
around him with daggers drawn, just as it was the duty of their 
regiments, divisions, corps, and armies to stand with them in their 
hours of crisis. 

“And so it shall be, Mein Fuehrer!" Manstein shouted. Hitler was 
visibly shaken by this unprecedented interruption. It was a bril- 
liant piece of ambiguity. Did Manstein mean it as a spontaneous 
expression of loyalty? Or did he mean that the events Hitler was 
describing were going to happen? No one knew. Hitler hoped it 
was the former; however, Bormann and Hitler’s own adjutants 
later told him that the generals took it the other way.?? General 
of Cavalry Count Erwin von Rothkirch und Trach, rear area com- 
mander in White Ruthenia, described what happened next: 


It was so awful; it was so quiet you could have heard a pin drop. 
And afterwards when the speech was ended, good old Keitel fin- 
ished up with the usual claptrap about the Fuehrer, and we had 
to shout "Sieg Heil!” but that was awfully feeble. The Fuehrer had 
lunch with half the "Generals," and he was to have coffee with the 
other half—I was one of those with whom he had lunch—he didn't 
get round to the other half.”39 


Shortly afterward, Hitler called Manstein in and told him never 
to interrupt him in a speech again. 
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MANSTEIN, HAMPERED BY the Russian mud and fuel shortages, pushed 
relief columns to within five miles of the Cherassky Pocket, despite 
furious Russian counterattacks. Unable to go further, Stemmer- 
mann was told he would have to cover the last five miles on his 
own. The XI and XLII corps broke out on the night of February 
16/17, losing all their tanks, artillery, and heavy equipment. The 
rear guards were sacrificed. Thirty thousand of the 54,000 men in 
the pocket escaped, but General Stemmermann was killed and the 
two corps were smashed. Manstein sent all the shaken survivors 
back to Poland to rest and reorganize.? 

On March 19 Manstein again went to Obersalzberg and de- 
manded freedom of maneuver. Hitler again refused. Four days 
later, 1st Panzer Army (now under General Hans Hube) was sur- 
rounded on the Bug. The Fuehrer once more issued a no-retreat 
order, but Manstein protested vehemently. On March 25, after a 
heated series of telephone calls, Hitler summoned him to the 
Berghof, where Manstein threatened to resign. Hitler reluctantly 
backed down and consented to the breakout. Hube formed a float- 
ing pocket and reached the German lines on April 6, saving ten 
divisions.“ When he returned, however, he found Manstein gone. 

Hitler called Manstein and Kleist to Obersalzberg on March 30, 
1944, presented them with the Knights' Cross with Oak Leaves 
and Swords—and relieved them of their commands. Manstein was 
replaced by Field Marshal Walter Model. A few days later, Army 
Group South was redesignated Army Group North Ukraine. 

Manstein left without bitterness. Hitler said that if he ever 
launched great offensives again, he wanted Manstein to command 
them. As the Fuehrer extended his hand to him for the last time, 
Manstein told him he hoped his decision of that day turned out 
right for him. Hitler issaid to have given the retired marshal a 
large estate that autumn. | 


FIELD MARSHAL ERICH von Manstein was captured by the British at 
the end of the war and brought before a British military court at 
Hamburg in 1949, after four years in prison. He was cleared of two 
indictments concerning the massacre of Jews but was convicted 
of neglecting to protect civilian life. The trial was a very question- 
able affair, however. Not only did the defense have to present its 
case first (as was common in war crimes trials after World War 
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II), but the prosecution was allowed to alter the charges after the 
defense had rested its case. B. H. Liddell Hart, an originator of the 
theories of armored warfare and one of the earliest consultants 
to the Israeli Army, was outraged and publicly denounced the trial 
as an example of "gross ignorance or gross hypocrisy."^ 

Manstein was convicted and sentenced to eighteen years im- 
prisonment on December 19, 1949. His sentence was later com- 
muted to twelve years, and in August 1952 he went home on a 
medical parole. Finally released in May 1953, he worked as a 
military advisor for the West German Army. He also wrote his 
memoirs, Verlorene Siege (Lost Victories), which is an excellent book, 
although he glosses over certain events, such as the dismissal of 
Count von Sponeck and the Battle of Kursk. Erich von Manstein 
died at Irschenhausen, Bavaria, on June 12, 1973, at the age of 
eighty-five.“ 


lE 


GEORG VON KUECHLER 


BRETT-SMITH WROTE: "Of all Hitler's Field Marshals, the one who 
seems to us most shadowy today is George von Kuechler."! His 
entire World War II career, except for the campaign of 1940, was 
associated with the east. Despite the fact that he held army-level 
or higher commands from the outbreak of the war until 1944, rela- 
tively few Westerners know anything about him, and many have 
never even heard of him. 

Georg von Kuechler was born into an old Prussian Junker family 
at Schloss Philippsruh on May 30, 1881. Educated in cadet schools, 
he entered the Imperial Army as an artillery Fahnenjunker in the 
25th Field Artillery Regiment at Darmstadt on March 12, 1900? He 
received his commission the following year and served in the 
artillery until 1907, when he was detailed to the Military Riding 
School at Hanover for two years. Promoted to Oberleutnant (first 
lieutenant) in 1910, he spent the next three years at the War 
Academy in Berlin, undergoing General Staff training. Following 
his graduation in 1913, he was assigned to the topographic section 
of the Greater General Staff in Berlin. He was promoted to captain 
and given command of an artillery battery when World War I 
broke out? 

Captain Kuechler fought on the Western Front in the First 
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World War and took part in the battles on the Somme, at Verdun, 
and in Champagne. He served on the General Staff of the IV and 
VIII Corps, and in 1916 he was named first General Staff Officer 
(Ia) of the 206th Infantry Division. Later he served as Ia of the 8th 
Reserve Division in Germany and in 1918 was a General Staff 
Officer to General Count von der Goltz in the Baltic States. At the 
end of the war he remained in the Baltic region, fighting Russians 
and Poles as a member of the Freikorps. Joining the Reichswehr 
in 1919, he was initially assigned to the I Corps (later Wehrkreis 
I) at Koenigsberg, East Prussia.* 

Kuechler’s postwar career was characterized by steady but 
unspectacular advancement. He served as battery commander in 
the 5th Artillery Regiment, and in 1924 he was named Comman- 
datn of Muenster. Later he was an inspector of schools in the 
Defense Ministry? and was on the staff of the Jueterbog Artillery 
School in 1930. He was promoted to major in 1924, to lieutenant 
colonel in 1929, and to full colonel in 1931. In 1932 he was Artillerie- 
fuehrer I and deputy commander of the 1st Infantry Division in 
East Prussia, and on April 1, 1934, he was promoted to major 
general. In 1935 he was named Inspector of Army Schools and 
promoted to lieutenant general. Georg von Kuechler succeeded 
Walter von Brauchitsch as commander of Wehrkreis I in 1937, and 
was promoted to general of artillery effective April 1, 1937.6 

Kuechler, isolated in East Prussia, had a very responsible com- 
mand for he was surrounded on three sides by Poland. He coordi- 
nated with the Nazis in matters of frontier defense, expanded the 
military forces in his district, and supported Hitler in the Blom- 
berg-Fritsch crisis of 1938. Accompanied by Himmler and Gau- 
leiter Erich Koch, his forces incorporated the Lithuanian port of 
Memel into the Reich on March 23, 1939, in the last of Hitler's 
bloodless conquests.’ 

When war came in September 1939, his Wehrkreis HQ was 
redesignated 3rd Army, and controlled seven infantry divisions, 
an ad hoc panzer division, and four brigade-size commands. 
Kuechler divided his forces under three corps: Nikolaus von Fal- 
kenhorst's XXI (228th and 21st Infantry divisions), Lieutenant 
General Walter Petzell’s I (11th and 61st Infantry divisions and 
Panzer Division Kempf), and Corps Wodrig (later XXVI Corps) 
under Lieutenant General Albert Wodrig (1st and 12th Infantry 
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divisions). He used Brigade Eberhard to seize Danzig, and the rest 
of his forces he kept in Army reserve or used to screen the southern 
and eastern Prussian frontier.’ 

Third Army’s role in Poland was not defensive, nor was its 
primary mission to seize Danzig or to link up with the rest of Army 
Group North, which struck toward East Prussia on September 1. 
Kuechler committed only XXI Corps on his extreme right flank 
to:a southwestern advance and struck due south with his main 
body (I Corps and Corps Wodrig: five infantry divisions and one 
panzer division) against the Polish Modlin Army in the Mlawa 
area, in the direction of Warsaw. By September 3, the day Army 
Group North and XXI Corps made contact at Graudenz (Grud- 
ziadz), Kuechler had already taken 10,000 prisoners and was forc- 
ing the Modlin Army back. Panzer Division Kempf had broken 
through and its spearheads were only fifty miles from Warsaw.? 
One panzer division was hardly considered sufficient to take the 
city, however, so 3rd Army was reinforced with Guderian’s XIX 
and General Adolf Strauss's II Corps and was diverted to eastern 
Poland, to insure the main Polish armies did not withdraw to the 
east and form a new front. Kuechler's forces overran the Polish 
defenders on the Narew and Bug and linked up with the Russians, 
who invaded eastern Poland on September 17. Later, II Corps took 
Modlin (at the confluence of the Vistula and the Narew, about 
twenty miles northeast of Warsaw), and netted 24,000 prisoners.!? 

Kuechler remained in Poland until mid-October as Commander, 
Army Frontier Command North. Then he was named CG, 18th 
Army, and sent to northern Germany, on the right wing of Army 
Group B for the Western campaign. 

Kuechler's mission in May 1940 was to conquer Holland. Speed, 
surprise, and ain superiority were the keys to this battle, as 
Kuechler had only five infantry divisions, a motorized division, 
and one weak panzer division (the 9th, equipped mainly with 
captured Czechoslovakian tanks). If the Dutch Army were given 
time to mobilize, they would be as strong as 18th Army. They were 
not given time, however. Spearheaded by the 9th Panzer, the SS 
Verfuegungs Motorized Division, and the Brandenburg Lehr Bat- 
talion, Kuechler's forces broke across the Dutch frontier at 5:30 A.M. 
on May 10.!! Key towns and bridges in the Dutch rear were seized 
by the 7th Air and 22nd Air Landing divisions, which paved the 
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way for the motorized advance. Dutch resistance was crumbling 
by May 13. The Netherlands surrendered on the evening of May 
14.2 Kuechler then turned his units south, where his forces occu- 
pied Antwerp and launched the final assault on Dunkirk,” captur- 
ing 40,000 French soldiers the Royal Navy had been unable to 
evacuate. 

Georg von Kuechler's 18th Army was given a historic mission 
in the second phase of the French campaign, when it was assigned 
the task of capturing Paris. Initially in reserve with six infantry 
divisions, it was not committed to the battle until the French were 
already in full retreat. The French declared Paris an open city on 
June 13, and on the morning of June 14 the 218th Infantry Division 
took possession of it, marching down the Champs-Elysees in 
parade formation. It was a high point in Kuechler's military 
career. For his services in Poland and the West, he was promoted 
to colonel general on July 19, 1940. 

General von Kuechler had performed brilliantly in the Low 
Countries and France, leading his men forward from the sidecar 
of a motorcycle. His men loved him, according to American corre- 
spondent Louis P. Lochner, Chief of the Berlin Bureau of the 
Associated Press (and later editor of part of the Goebbels Diaries), 
who wrote of Kuechler's "fatherly care" of his soldiers. Often the 
general exposed himself to enemy fire in order to help rescue 
wounded enlisted men, a habit well calculated to inspire the ad- 
miration of his troops. 

After the fall of France, Kuechler was sent back to northern 
Poland where he guarded the Reich's eastern boundaries against 
possible Soviet provocations.!6 For the invasion of Russia, his 18th 
Army was part of Field Marshal Ritter Wilhelm von Leeb's Army 
Group North and consisted of eight infantry divisions under I, 
XXVI, and XXXVIII Corps." On the far-left (northern) wing of the 
German armies, Kuechler conquered the old Baltic States of 
Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, destroyed the bulk of the Russian 
8th Army, and drove on Leningrad but was unable to take the 
city (see chapter 5). On January 12, 1942, with the Soviet winter 
offensive in full swing, a disgusted Ritter von Leeb asked to be 
relieved of his command. He was replaced by Georg von Kuechler 
on January 17. 
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IN JANUARY 1942, Army Group North consisted of 18th Army (now 
under General Georg Lindemann) and 16th Army (Colonel Gen- 
eral Ernst Busch). North to south, 18th Army included XXVI Corps, 
besieging the Soviet 8th Army at Oranienbaum; the L, XXVIII, and 
Icorps, holding the southern approaches to Leningrad; and, south 
of Lake Ilmen, 16th Army’s XXXVIII, X, II, and XXXIX Panzer corps 
held a thin line from Lake Ilmen to Ostashkov. Lindemann faced 
the Soviet 42nd, 54th, and 55th Armies, while Busch was under 
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attack from the Volkhov Front (4th, 52nd, 59th, and 2nd Shock 
armies) and the Northwest Front (11th, 34th, 3rd Shock, and 4th 
Shock armies). 

Kuechler's situation was already desperate (see Map 16). He had 
virtually no reserves and was ill-equipped for a winter war. 
Temperatures reached minus 49 degrees Fahrenheit. He lost thou- 
sands of men to frostbite and many of the wounded froze to death 
because there were not enough blankets available to protect them 
from the cold. 

The winter offensive in the northern sector was a battle for the 
crossroads. Kuechler simply did not have enough men to hold a 
continuous line against the heavy Russian assaults, so he tried to 
hold the major crossroads, reasoning that the Soviets would not 
be able to resupply their spearheads without them once the spring 
thaw set in. 

The fighting centered on the road junctions of Novgorod, 
Kholm, Demyansk, and Starva Russa. The 281st Security Division 
(-) (reduced in strength) was encircled at Kholm on January 21, 
and the entire II Corps—100,000 men—was surrounded at 
Demyansk on February 8. Both garrisons were supplied by the 
Luftwaffe, despite the terrible weather and Russian fighter opposi- 
tion.? The Soviet attacks on Starva Russa were turned back after 
hand-to-hand fighting in the streets. 

Kuechler resorted to many patchwork measures to prevent or 
contain breakthroughs and to hold strongpoints. He threw in 
recently organized battalions of Latvian SS volunteers, service 
troop units converted to infantry, Luftwaffe ground troops, and 
other ad hoc formations, but he held his strongpoints. By early 
March the crisis was generally under control, and Kuechler began 
a series of counterattacks aimed at destroying Russian penetra- 
tions and reestablishing his line. 

The first successful counterattack came in the Volkhov sector, 
where two Soviet armies had penetrated fifty-five miles, even 
though the base of their penetration was only five miles wide. 
Kuechler dispatched Lieutenant General Dr. Friedrich Altrichter's 
58th Infantry Division to the sector and ordered it to strike the 
southern base of the penetration, while the 4th SS Motorized 
Division "Police" attacked the northern base. The offensive began 
on March 15, and the two divisions linked up four days later, 
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trapping two Soviet armies. Fighting in the Volkhov Pocket was 
fierce and continued until July, but seventeen Russian divisions 
and eight independent brigades were wiped out. Most of the 
Russians fought until the end; only 32,000 of them surrendered.?? 

In Kholm, Lieutenant General Theodor Scherer's 5,000-man gar- 
rison was besieged by the entire 3rd Strike Army. Two attempts 
to relieve it failed, but on May 5 Lieutenant General Baron Horst 
von Uckermann's 122nd Infantry Division reached the ruined city 
and rescued the survivors. Scherer had only 1,200 effectives left, 
and 2,200 wounded, after a siege of 103 days?! 

Meanwhile, Kuechler also reestablished contact with General 
Count Walter von Brockdorff-Ahlefeldt's II Corps at Demyansk. 
He formed a special assault force of five divisions near Starva 
Russa, under Lieutenant General Walter von Seydlitz-Kurzbach, 
and sent it forward on March 21. Progress was slow because the 
Russians had constructed five separate defensive lines to thwart 
any attempt to relieve the fortress; nevertheless, Group von Seyd- 
litz struggled through twenty-four miles of mud to reach II Corps 
lines on April 20. By May 2, the German gains had been consoli- 
dated and the first land-delivered supplies reached Demyansk.”2 

For his part in halting the Russian winter offensive of 1941/42, 
Hitler promoted Kuechler to field marshal on June 30, 1942.? He 
now faced the problem of Leningrad. 

In August 1942 Hitler moved Manstein's 11th Army from the 
Crimea to the northern sector, with an eye to launching another 
attack on Leningrad. With him (as of November 15) Manstein had 
four infantry, two panzer, and two Luftwaffe divisions, plus a 
mountain division.?* The Russians attacked first, however, and the 
11th Army was pinned down in defensive fighting. Then Stalin- 
grad was surrounded, and Manstein and several of his divisions 
were transferred to the south; no major offensive against Lenin- 
grad was possible. 

The Soviets attempted to break the Siege of Leningrad with 
massive attacks by several armies in October, but they were re- 
pulsed. The Reds immediately began building up for another 
offensive. They struck at Schluesselburg with twelve divisions on 
January 12, 1943, and by one week later had established a six-mile 
corridor to Leningrad, linking the city to the outside world for the 
first time in seventeen months. The 41st and 277th Infantry divi- 
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sions of Wodrig’s XXVI Corps were almost completely destroyed. 
Russian attacks continued until early April 1943 but with little or 
no further gains. The entire Leningrad corridor was within range 
of German artillery, but Army Group North’s hold on the city had 
been significantly weakened.?° 


Table 6 


STRENGTH OF ARMY GROUP NORTH 
(in divisions), January 2, 1942-October 10, 1943 


Date Inf Pz Mtz Mtn Jag LwFld Tng Secu Total 
1)e9522,10429499. 2 «3 2 3 4 1 39. JS 
Jans.1,19497: 30 0 -2 1 3 4 3 44* 
Apr.9,1943 31 0 2 1 3 6 1 3 47* 
jule7 1943" 32» 0 2 1 3 6 1 3 48** 
QuE10/ 1945 .30 0 —'1 1 3 4 1 3 43 


*Excludes 2nd SS Brigade and 17th Police Regiment 
**Excludes SS Brigade "Latvia" 


SOURCES: Kriegstagebuch des OKW, Volume II: 1396-97; Volume III: 7, 
260, 734, 1158. 


Army Group North was neglected by Hitler and the High Com- 
mand throughout 1943. Several of Kuechler's best divisions were 
diverted to the southern sector, the main crisis point of the Eastern 
Front. Table 6 shows his declining strength from December 22, 
1942, to October 10, 1943. Note that he lost all of his panzer units 
and all but one of his mobile divisions. These units were largely 
replaced by Luftwaffe Field units, made up of excess air force 
personnel who were inadequately trained for ground fighting. By 
mid-July there were only forty-nine panzers in all of Army Group 
North, against a Soviet total of over one thousand. The Red Air 
Force had also established a limited air superiority over the entire 
zone of operations. The Soviets launched another offensive against 
Kuechler in July and August but had failed again by the middle 
of September; when it was over, however, Kuechler had only 
seven operational panzers left.?6 

Stalin committed another front (army group) to the northern 
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sector of the Eastern Front in the fall of 1943, convincing Kuechler 
that a major offensive was about to take place. Hitler, however, 
had overextended himself everywhere and was unable to send 
Kuechler even the six infantry divisions he requested.” He did, 
however, give Kuechler responsibility for the Nevel sector, for- 
merly on the northern wing of Army Group Center. This move 
increased Army Group North's strength by three divisions but 
increased its frontage by forty-eight miles, making Kuechler's 
situation worse than it had been before? 

On October 6 the Soviet 3rd Shock Army struck the 2nd Luft- 
waffe Division on the far left flank of Kluge's Army Group Center. 
The inexperienced division collapsed immediately. Advancing 
rapidly, the Soviets turned northeast and captured the critical city 
of Nevel on the southern flank of Army Group North early that 
evening. A fifteen-mile gap was created between Army Groups 
North and Center.?? 

Hitler demanded to know why Nevel had fallen. Kluge ex- 
plained that the 2nd Luftwaffe Field Division had panicked in its 
first battle and concluded that the High Command must realize 
that the armies in Russia were increasingly being forced to operate 
with troops who would not hold up against heavy attacks. Kluge 
requested that the 2nd Field be merged with an Army division, 
but Hitler disapproved on the grounds that he did not want to 
water down good Luftwaffe troops with bad Army troops? 
Shortly thereafter, Kluge was injured in an automobile accident. 
He was replaced by Field Marshal Busch. 

At Hitler's insistence, Kuechler committed the equivalent of five 
infantry divisions to the Nevel fighting in the first half of 
November 1943. He protested this depletion of his reserve, for he 
feared an imminent Russian attack in the Leningrad sector, but 
was overruled by the Fuehrer. He never was able to retake Nevel 
and in the end set up a screen west of the city, using nineteen 
mixed battalions of police, security, and Latvian troops under the 
brutal SS Major General Erich von dem Bach-Zelewski.?! 

Hitler blamed the failure of the Nevel counterattacks on the 
"petty egoism" of the army group commanders, especially Kuech- 
ler. There may be some truth in his charges, for Kuechler never 
did work well with Busch, who had previously commanded 16th 
Army under Kuechler. In fact, two weeks after he assumed com- 
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mand of Army Group North, Kuechler was asking permission to 
sack the pro-Nazi Busch, but it was not forthcoming. Their joint 
counterattacks in late 1943 showed a distinct lack of cooperation 
and coordination.?? 

In late December, OKH transferred two more divisions from 
Army Group North to the left flank of Army Group Center. Mean- 
while, Generalissimo Franco insisted that the excellent 250th 
(Spanish) Infantry Division be returned home, which it was. These 
units were replaced by non-German formations of dubious 
quality.* 

Army Group North now had only forty divisions to defend more 
than five hundred miles of frontage. Several of these formations 
were non-German or Luftwaffe Field units, most of which were 
unreliable. The best German units were concentrated under the 
16th Army in the Nevel sector, some five hundred miles from 
Leningrad. There was not a panzer division or brigade in the entire 
zone of operations.*4 

At Fuehrer Headquarters on December 30, Kuechler asked 
Hitler’s permission to withdraw to the “Panther” position, more 
than one hundred miles to the west. This move would shorten 
his frontage to 440 miles, 120 of which was behind Lake Peipus 
and fifty more of which would be behind the mouth of the Narva, 
where it joined the Gulf of Finland. Construction of this line had 
been in progress since September and had made rapid headway. 
Kuechler felt this line could easily be held, but Hitler refused to 
allow a retreat because he knew that Finland and the Soviets were 
already carrying on peace negotiations in Stockholm, and a retreat 
here might well take Finland right out of the war. Meanwhile, 
OKH transferred the veteran East Prussian 1st Infantry Division 
from the 18th Army to Army Group South.” Kuechler also lost 
the experienced 96th and 254th Infantry divisions, which had first 
seen action in the West in 1940. All three were taken from 18th 
Army, then besieging Leningrad. He protested, but to no avail.36 

Kuechler might have won his points on December 30, 1943, had 
he not made the mistake of taking Colonel General Georg Linde- 
mann with him to the conference. Lindemann was convinced that 
he could maintain the Siege of Leningrad in his well-prepared 
entrenchments, despite the loss of the three infantry divisions. On 
January 4, 1944, Kuechler visited Lindemann's headquarters and 
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almost begged the 18th Army commander to reconsider his stand, 
but Lindemann remained optimistic.? 

The Soviets attacked 18th Army's five Luftwaffe Field divisions 
and fifteen understrength Army divisions on January 14. They had 
a three to one superiority in infantry and artillery, and a six to one 
superiority in armor and aircraft. The battle seemed to be going 
Lindemann's way for the first three days, but then the weight of 
numbers began to tell. On January 17 he had to commit his entire 
reserve—the 61st Infantry Division—to hold together the rem- 
nants of the 10th Luftwaffe Field Division. Lindemann asked per- 
mission to retreat that morning, but Hitler would not sanction it. 
The following morning Lindemann reported that the battlefronts 
east of Oranienbaum and west of Leningrad were on the verge 
of collapse. Two divisions of the III SS Panzer Corps between Ora- 
nienbaum and Leningrad were in danger of being annihilated.°8 

That evening, Kuechler signaled OKH that he intended to 
retreat that night, whether Hitler approved or not. Hitler did 
approve, but only after General Zeitzler informed him that the 
retreat was already in progress. The Fuehrer would consent only 
to small-scale retreats, however; no general withdrawal to the 
“Panther” positions was permitted. 

The retreat order came too late for two divisions between Lenin- 
grad and Oranienbaum: they were trapped and destroyed be- 
tween the Soviet 2nd Shock and 42nd armies. Meanwhile, five 
infantry battalions of XXXVIII Corps were surrounded at Nov- 
rogod, on the right flank of 18th Army, a defeat that unhinged 
Lindemann’s southern flank and separated it from 16th Army. 
Kuechler realized that 18th Army must be allowed to retreat at 
least to the Luga River, or it too would face encirclement. 

At the front, the trench fighting resembled World War I. The 
Luftwaffe Field units collapsed, and the Army divisions were 
simply pounded to pieces by wave after wave of Soviet infantry 
and tanks. Some divisions lost all of their regimental commanders 
and were reduced to strengths of about five hundred men. Eigh- 
teenth Army was in danger of being overwhelmed. 

On January 27, 1944, Kuechler attended a National Socialist 
Leadership Conference at Koenigsberg. In a private conference 
afterward, Kuechler reported to the Fuehrer that 18th Army had 
already suffered 40,000 casualties and was fighting with great 
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determination everywhere, but must be allowed to retreat behind 
the Luga. Hitler disputed Kuechler's statements and reserved the 
right to order a withdrawal for himself.*° 

Kuechler's effectiveness as a commander was destroyed after 
the Koenigsburg conference. The next day his chief of staff, Lieu- 
tenant General Eberhard Kinzel, took matters into his own hands 
and verbally ordered 18th Army to retreat, as if the order had come 
from Kuechler himself. Hitler approved the order on January 30 
but insisted that the Luga line be held. This would have been 
possible three days earlier, but was not possible now; 18th Army 
had been split into three pieces; its infantry strength had been 
reduced by casualties from 58,000 to 17,000, including 14,000 
killed.^! 

Hitler made Kuechler the scapegoat for the whole disastrous 
affair. He summoned him to the noon situation conference at 
Fuehrer Headquarters on January 31 and relieved him of his com- 
mand. Kuechler was temporarily replaced by Field Marshal Walter 
Model.? In March 1944 Model halted the Soviet advance on the 
Panther line, just as Kuechler had planned six months before. In 
the meantime, two-thirds of 18th Army had been lost. Map 17 
shows the ground lost by Army Group North during this period. 


AFTER HIS RETIREMENT, Kuechler faded into obscurity. He was 
approached by Dr. Carl Goerdeler and Johannes Popitz about 
joining the anti-Hitler conspiracy. He expressed sympathy for 
their goals but refused to join them himself.* 


THE MONOCLED KUECHLER was described as "a thoroughgoing Prus- 
sian by birth and mentality," despite "a curious un-Prussian un- 
tidiness in his personal appearance."^ During World War II he 
dealt with enemy civilians in a civilized manner. He refused to 
cooperate with the SS murder squads in Poland and had violent 
arguments with Gauleiter Erich Koch over Nazi conduct in that 
country.* In Russia, in the fall of 1943, he ordered that the evacua- 
tion of civilians from eastern Estonia be halted because it was 
causing too much suffering among the civilian population.“ Parti- 
sans, however, were an entirely different matter. His rear areas 
in Russia were thickly infested with guerrillas, and he treated them 
harshly, like the criminals he considered them to be. Arrested at 
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ARMY GROUP NORTH, JANUARY-MARCH 1944. Under Field 
Marshal Georg von Kuechler, Army Group North besieged Lenin- 
grad for some nine hundred days. The siege was broken in January 
1944, and Kuechler was retired in disgrace. He was replaced by 
Colonel General Model, who fell back to the Panther Line, which 
he reached on March 10. The Soviets were unable to penetrate 
this position, and their advance was temporarily halted. The 18th 
Army suffered especially heavy casualties during this retreat. 


268 Hitler's Field Marshals and Their Battles 


the end of the war, Kuechler was tried at Nuremberg as a minor 
war criminal and, on October 27, 1948, was sentenced to twenty 
years’ imprisonment for his “cold-blooded and ruthless" treat- 
ment of partisans in Russia. He was freed in February 1955 and 
faded back into obscurity.* In 1961 he was living in retirement 
with his wife at the village of Zurueckgezogenheit in the Garmish- 
Patenkirchen area.*? He died in 1969.50 


14 


ERNST BUSCH 


STALINGRAD IS GENERALLY considered to be the greatest military dis- 
aster suffered by Hitler’s armies, but it was not. Paulus lost only 
230,000 men at Stalingrad; Ernst Busch lost at least 300,000 men 
in the Vitebsk-Minsk battles, which Paul Carell called "The 
Cannae of Army Group Center."! Here is his story. 


HE WAS BORN on July 6, 1885, at Essen-Steele, in the Ruhr industrial 
district of western Germany. He had the usual education for a 
future German officer, and in 1904 he graduated from the Gross- 
Lichterfelde Cadet Academy and joined the Imperial Army as an 
officer-cadet in the Westphalian 13th Infantry Regiment at Muen- 
ster. He was commissioned second lieutenant in the 57th Infantry 
Regiment in 1908 and in 1913 was promoted to first lieutenant and 
assigned to the War Academy at Kassel for further training. 
Busch spent almost the entire World War I period as an infantry 
commander on the Western Front. He was appointed company 
commander upon the outbreak of hostilities and in 1915 was pro- 
moted to captain. Shortly afterward he was given command of a 
battalion in the 56th Infantry Regiment. Busch fought in the battles 
of Reims and Namur, in the Artois sector, and in Flanders, at La 
Basse, Arras, and Verdun, and in the Champagne area in 1918. He 
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was awarded the Pour le Merite ("Blue Max") for his exceptional 
courage. Selected for retention in the 100,000-man Army, he held 
various staff and command assignments in the 1919-1932 era. He 
was named Inspector of Transport Troops in the Reichswehr in 
1925, and in 1930, while serving as a battalion commander in the 
9th Infantry Regiment, he was promoted to lieutenant colonel. 
Two years later he was promoted to colonel and given command 
of the 9th Infantry Regiment at Potsdam? 

Ernst Busch was an “out-and-out” Nazi who followed Hitler 
with blind obedience. He was a brutal man who said that he 
enjoyed sitting on the People's Court tribunal,‘ a body that fre- 
quently invoked the death penalty. His career was unexceptional 
until after Hitler assumed power in 1933, after which it was charac- 
terized by rapid promotion. He was a lieutenant colonel and 
number 176 on the German Army seniority list of 19325 Neverthe- 
less he was promoted to colonel soon after Hitler's rise and in 1935 
was a major general, commanding the 23rd Infantry Division at 
Potsdam. He was promoted to lieutenant general in 1937 and was 
a rabid supporter of Hitler during the Blomberg-Fritsch crisis. On 
February 2, 1938, at the relatively early age of fifty-three, he 
received an accelerated promotion to general of infantry and soon 
after replaced Ewald von Kleist as commander of Wehrkreis VIII 
during the Brauchitsch purges.® Later that year he blindly sup- 
ported Hitler's plans to invade Czechoslovakia, despite the risks 
involved and the objections of the more senior and experienced 
commanders. 

In the invasion of Poland, Busch's VIII Corps (8th, 28th, and 
239th Infantry divisions, 5th Panzer Division, and SS Regiment 
"Germania") was on the left flank of List's Fourteenth Army, Army 
Group South. It took Krakow, advanced along the Vistula, and 
ended the campaign near Lvov.’ 

Busch replaced Georg von Kuechler as commander of the 16th 
(formerly 3rd) Army for the invasion of France. He did not under- 
stand tank tactics and did not believe the panzer thrust proposed 
by Guderian would get beyond the Meuse, much less reach the 
English Channel, but his most significant assignment in the cam- 
paign was to cover Guderian's left flank in the initial advance. 
In the second (mopping up) phase of the campaign, he directed 
thirteen divisions (all infantry) and followed the panzers south 
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into the French interior? After the French surrender he was pro- 
moted to colonel general on July 19, 1940.10 

Busch's 16th Army remained in France until the spring of 1941, 
when it was sent to Poland. It was on the southern flank of Army 
Group North during the invasion of Russia. On June 27, 1941, it 
was controlling seven divisions—again, all infantry.! Later that 
year it received significant reinforcements. Busch's forces pene- 
trated the Soviet frontier defenses and advanced to Staraya Russa, 
which the three divisions of 16th Army's X Corps took in the 
second week of August, after bitter street fighting. Then, in mid- 
August, X Corps was counterattacked by the Soviet 34th Army 
(eight infantry divisions, a cavalry corps, and an armored corps). 
Manstein's LVI Panzer Corps had to be diverted from the advance 
on Leningrad to clear up the situation.? When Manstein reported 
to 16th Army HQ at Dno on August 16, he described conditions 
there as "shitty." The brilliant Manstein nevertheless managed to 
reverse the situation and surround the Soviet 34th Army, which 
was destroyed on August 23.13 

Busch faced the Russian winter offensive of 1941/42 with the 
XXXVIII, XXXIX Panzer, X, and II corps: nine infantry divisions, 
one motorized division, and one SS motorized division on the line, 
with the 18th Motorized Division in reserve.!* On January 9, in 
temperatures of minus 60 degrees Fahrenheit, he was struck by 
the 52nd, 11th, 34th, 3rd Shock, and 4th Shock armies. Busch 
signaled his commanders that he had no reserves; they would 
have to hold where they were. General Count von Brockdorff- 
Ahlefeldt's II Corps was surrounded near Demyansk on February 
8, with the 30th, 32nd, and 123rd Infantry divisions, the remnants 
of the 290th Infantry Division, plus SS Motorized Division 
"Totenkopf" and elements of the 12th Infantry Division. To the 
south, on January 28, Lieutenant General Scherer was encircled 
at Kholm with the HQ of his 281st Security Division and some 
5,500 men from various units. Meanwhile, in a heroic resistance, 
Lieutenant General Theodor von Wrede's isolated 290th Infantry 
Division held up a large part of the 34th Soviet Army south of Lake 
Ilmen for weeks but was nearly wiped out in the process. Busch 
managed to save the vital city and supply base of Staraya Russa 
only by committing his last reserves (the 18th Motorized Division 
under Colonel Werner von Erdmannsdorff), and even then there 
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was hand-to-hand fighting in the streets, right up to the doorstep 
of 16th Army's main supply depot. Contact with the left flank of 
Army Group Center was completely lost during this struggle. 
Kuechler, the recently appointed C-in-C of Army Group North, 
was so dissatisfied with Busch's leadership that he requested 
authorization to relieve him of his command. Permission was not 
forthcoming, however. Fortunately for the Germans, the main 
Soviet strike forces turned south, into the rear of Army Group 
Center, and headed for Vitebsk and Smolensk.'5 They were halted 
short of their objectives by General Model (see chapter 17). 

As the Soviets exhausted themselves by attacking on a broad 
front and attempting to destroy all three German army groups, 
rather than contenting themselves with less ambitious objectives, 
Hitler and Kuechler reinforced the sagging 16th Army. That 
summer Busch was able to rescue Group Scherer at Kholm and 
reestablish ground contact with II Corps near Demyansk. Second 
Corps, however, did not regain its freedom of maneuver until 
March 1943, when the Demyansk salient was evacuated.!ó 

From the spring of 1942 until 1944, the Soviet armies on the 
northern sector concentrated mainly against 18th Army, which 
was besieging Leningrad. Busch faced only secondary Soviet 
attacks and, except for the loss of Nevel in early October, suffered 
no more serious defeats. He did not score any major victories 
either. Nevertheless, on February 1, 1943, he was promoted to field 
marshal, despite his rather mediocre record.” He owed his 
advancement strictly to his pro-Nazi background and Hitler’s 
favoritism, rather than to any distinguished performance on his 
part. 

On October 28, 1943, Field Marshal Guenther von Kluge was 
seriously injured in an automobile accident. The next day Hitler 
named Ernst Busch to succeed him as Commander-in-Chief, Army 
Group Center. Busch had been promoted well beyond his capabili- 
ties. The results would be disastrous, as we shall see. Hitler valued 
Busch as a confirmed Nazi and as a yes-man. Busch knew he had 
not really proven himself, so he tended to rely on Hitler's judg- 
ment, even in tactical affairs. A Fuehrer order, to Busch, was some- 
thing to be obeyed without question or thought of evasion. With 
this attitude, Busch was a thoroughly incompetent army group 
commander, a fact he would prove beyond a shadow of a doubt 
before 1944 was out. 
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FROM NORTH TO South, Army Group Center consisted of Colonel 
General Georg-Hans Reinhardt’s 3rd Panzer Army (five infantry 
and four Luftwaffe Field divisions); Colonel General Gotthard 
Heinrici's 4th Army (eighteen infantry and four Luftwaffe Field 
divisions, plus the 18th Panzer and 25th Panzer Grenadier divi- 
sions); General Hans Jordan's 9th Army (fourteen infantry divi- 
sions and the battered 20th Panzer Grenadier Division) and 
Colonel General Walter Weiss's 2nd Army (eleven infantry and 
four panzer divisions, plus a security division). Busch also had six 
Hungarian infantry divisions, three German and one Slovak secu- 
rity divisions, and two field training divisions, for an army group 
total of seventy-six divisions. This figure is very misleading, how- 
ever. The Hungarian and Luftwaffe Field units were next to use- 
less, and the security and training divisions were not equipped 
for frontline combat. Security divisions, for example, normally 
consisted of two security regiments, small reconnaissance, 
engineer and signal components, and no artillery at all. Of the 
remaining fifty-five divisions, none were at full strength and 
twenty-two were classified as in remnants or as "Kampf- 
gruppen"—reduced to battle group strength by casualties but not 
without some combat value.'® By the following summer, Busch 
had combined and consolidated several of these units and would 
have thirty-eight infantry divisions on June 15, 1944. The average 
infantry division still would have only two thousand men in six 
frontline battalions by that date.'? 

The Soviets attacked Army Group Center several times in the 
winter of 1943/44, and Busch actually managed to win several 
defensive victories. In the 4th Army's zone, the Soviets made four 
attempts to take Orsha (from October to the end of December 
1943), but were defeated each time in heavy fighting, and the 3rd 
Panzer Army managed to hold Vitebsk— barely —against attacks 
by three Soviet armies. Busch's role in these victories was largely 
passive, however. When Reinhardt requested permission to with- 
draw his northernmost division, Busch referred the matter to 
Hitler, who turned it down. As a result, the division was encircled 
and escaped only when Reinhardt ordered it to break out against 
the Fuehrer's orders. It needlessly lost two thousand men and all 
of its artillery, heavy equipment and vehicles in the process.?? 

Hitler also ordered 2nd Army on Busch's southern flank to stand 
firm, despite the fact that Model's Army Group North Ukraine was 
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retreating to the Dnieper, exposing Busch’s right flank. Rather 
than question the Fuehrer's judgment, Busch held the line by 
extending his frontage and committing the bulk of his panzer 
divisions to the south. As a result of this "stand fast" order, a sixty- 
mile gap developed between 2nd Army and Model's northern 
flank.?! 

The fighting in the winter of 1943/44 was heavy, but Army 
Group Center managed to hold Vitebsk and Orsha, which guarded 
the fifty-mile land bridge between the Dvina and the Dnieper— 
the historic key to the Russian heartland. This represented a sig- 
nificant propaganda victory for the Germans, but elsewhere they 
were in serious trouble: the Siege of Leningrad was broken in mid- 
January; Army Group North was hurled back and lost contact with 
the northern wing of Army Group Center; and in the spring of 
1944 the Ukraine was lost to Germany.” When the spring thaw 
brought a lull on the Eastern Front, Germany’s strategic situation 
was at a low ebb. 

In May 1944 Germany had 2,242,649 men on the Eastern Front— 
the lowest total since the invasion began. They were opposed by 
6,077,000 Soviet troops—the highest total ever. The Third Reich 
had completely lost the initiative on all sectors. The Red Air Force 
had obtained aerial superiority, especially over Army Group Cen- 
ter, where 6th Air Fleet had only forty operational fighters against 
about three thousand Soviet aircraft. Army Group Center was in 
a particularly bad position. True, it was the strongest army group, 
with 792,196 men, as opposed to 540,965 in Army Group North, 
400,542 in Army Group North Ukraine, and 508,946 in Army Group 
South Ukraine, but it was occupying a salient with both flanks 
exposed, and it barred the direct route to Berlin. At the closest 
point, Army Group Center was still only 290 miles from Moscow. 
At their closest point, the Russians were 550 miles from Berlin.?3 

In early May 1944, OKH's Eastern Intelligence Branch predicted 
that the Soviet summer offensive would come south of the Pripyat 
Marshes, through Rumania, Hungary, and Slovakia, and into the 
Balkans, if they could get that far. Intelligence estimates stated that 
the sector north of the Pripyat would remain quiet, even though 
Busch was concerned about signs of a troop buildup in the Kovel- 
Tarnopol area. Zeitzler agreed that the buildup here could not be 
taken lightly and proposed creating a reserve army on Busch's 
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right flank to deal with a possible attack. OKH began reinforcing 
General Friedrich Hossbach's LVI Panzer Corps (the nucleus of 
the reserve army) on Busch's right with tanks, artillery, and assault 
gun units.?* 

On May 10, when Zeitzler suggested using the proposed reserve 
army for a surprise offensive, Model, the C-in-C of Army Group 
North Ukraine, saw an opportunity to take LVI Panzer Corps away 
from his less alert colleague, Busch. On May 15 he asked the 
Fuehrer to give him LVI Panzer so he could try "an offensive 
solution." This idea, of course, appealed to the offensive-minded 
dictator. Over the next few days Model bombarded Hitler with 
intelligence reports (from his own Ic) suggesting the offensive 
north of the Carpathians would fall on Army Group North Ukraine 
and miss Army Group Center altogether. Hitler was convinced, 
and on May 29 he transferred LVI Panzer Corps to Model. Army 
Group Center gave up only 6 percent of its front, but lost 15 
percent of its divisions, 88 percent of its panzers, 23 percent of its 
assault guns, half of its tank destroyers, and 33 percent of its heavy 
artillery. General Weiss warned Busch that Model was trying to 
abscond with LVI Panzer, but Busch ignored him. He surrendered 
the corps without a single protest? 

Meanwhile, Stalin concentrated the 1st Baltic and 1st, 2nd, and 
3rd Belorussian fronts opposite Army Group Center. He increased 
their troop strength by 60 percent, their tank and self-propelled 
gun strength by 300 percent, their artillery strength by 85 percent, 
and their already abundant air strength by 62 percent. By June 
21, the 700,000 men of Army Group Center were facing 2,500,000 
Russians, who were supported by 4000 tanks, 24400 guns and 
mortars, and 5,300 aircraft.26 

Ninth Army was alarmed over the buildup, but Busch hardly 
reacted at all. He was more concerned about his right flank and 
the chances of getting LVI Panzer Corps back after Model com- 
pleted his offensive. Busch turned down General Reinhardt's 
request to pull back his left flank in order to shorten his front and 
gain more divisions. Using one of Hitler's favorite arguments, he 
told Reinhardt that such a move would free more Russian than 
German troops. "Under Busch," Ziemke wrote, "Headquarters, 
Army Group Center had become a mindless instrument for trans- 
mitting the Fuehrer's will."? 
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In April, Hitler designated Vitebsk, Orsha, Mogilev, and Bob- 
ruisk "fortified places," to be defended to the last man. All were 
to havea frontline division assigned to them except Vitebsk, which 
was to be defended by a corps of at least three divisions. Busch 
again accepted the Fuehrer's order without question.?® 

Back at the front, General Hans Jordan, the acting commander 
of the 9th Army, appealed to Busch to question the "fortified 
places" concept and to retreat to the Dnieper or the Beresina, forty- 
five miles farther west, a move that would reduce the army group's 
frontage by one hundred fifty miles.?? Jordan's arguments must 
have been convincing, for on May 20 Busch visited Fuehrer Head- 
quarters and requested permission to withdraw to the Dnieper 
or the Beresina, although he never questioned the "fortified 
places" policy. Hitler coolly rejected Busch's appeal, cynically 
remarking that he had not supposed Busch to be one of those 
generals who was always looking back over his shoulder. The 
remark was well calculated to influence Busch's attitude and sub- 
sequent behavior. Never again, he resolved, would he appear 
“disloyal”: he would accept the Fuehrer’s utterances without 
question and force his generals to do the same, even if the orders 
went against his own better judgment.? 

Stalin deliberately waited until after the Allies landed in Nor- 
mandy to launch his offensive. Then, on June 22, after a devastat- 
ing aerial and artillery bombardment, the Soviets struck along a 
three-hundred-mile front. On the northern flank, X Corps of the 
3rd Panzer Army was hit by twenty-nine infantry and eight tank 
divisions. The VI Corps south of Vitebsk was attacked by eighteen 
infantry and nine tank divisions. Their objective was clear: they 
wanted to encircle General Friedrich Gollwitzer's LIII Corps at 
Vitebsk, which was being pinned down by the Soviet 43rd and 
39th armies (Map 18). Meanwhile, in the army group's center, 4th 
Army was also under heavy attack. General Paul Voelckers's XXVII 
Corps was facing twenty-five infantry and eleven tank divisions, 
and XXXIX Panzer Corps met sixteen infantry and two armored 
divisions. The next day the offensive was extended to the zone of 
9th Army, where XLI Panzer Corps was smashed by twenty-third 
infantry and seven tank divisions, and XXXV Corps tried to hold 
against twenty-seven infantry and six tank divisions?! By now, 
Stalin had committed almost two hundred divisions, with six 
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THE BATTLE OF VITEBSK-MINSK, JUNE 1944. The destruction of 
Army Group Center was a direct result of Field Marshal Busch’s 
insistence that Hitler's hold-at-all-costs orders be obeyed to the 
letter. Fourth and 9th armies were virtually annihilated, and the 3rd 
Panzer Army was smashed. Busch was made the scapegoat for 
this defeat, and was retired in disgrace on June 28. He was 
replaced by Field Marshal Model. 
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thousand tanks and assault guns, supported by seven thousand 
aircraft.32 He was opposed by only thirty-four divisions with a few 
depleted tank regiments and forty aircraft. Army Group Center 
was outnumbered in armor by a ratio of five and a half to one.” 

Colonel General Gotthard Heinrici, the distinguished veteran 
commander of 4th Army, was away on sick leave. General Kurt 
von Tippelskirch, the acting commander, proposed that his army 
be allowed to retreat behind the Dnieper, but Busch refused to 
consider it. “Any voluntary abandonment of parts of the main line 
still intact is out of the question,” he said.’* 

Tippelskirch had no choice but to try to halt the Russians at 
the front. He committed his main reserve, Lieutenant General 
Friedrich-Karl von Steinkeller’s newly arrived 60th Panzer Grena- 
dier Division “Feldhernnhalle,” to the sector of the XXXIX Panzer 
Corps, with orders to stop up the hole east of Mogilev. General 
Robert Martinek, the panzer corps commander, who did not have 
a single panzer unit, asked Steinkeller just which hole he proposed 
to plug. "We've got nothing but holes here,” he said. "Your place 
is back on the Berezina, so that we should have an interception 
line there for when we can't hold out on the Dnieper any longer. 
And that will be pretty soon!” 

But Busch insisted that the front line be held. The 60th Panzer 
Grenadier was caught up in the Russian onslaught and needlessly 
sacrificed. Three days later Steinkeller managed to escape across 
the Dnieper with the remnants of his command but was captured 
later, near the Berezina. General Martinek was killed in action. He 
was replaced by Lieutenant General Otto Schuenemann, who 
tried to break out to the west, but it was too late by then. Schuene- 
mann was also killed, and XXXIX Panzer Corps disintegrated, and 
its divisions ceased to exist.°5 

Busch met with Zeitzler at army group HQ in Minsk on June 
24. Even now the field marshal did not appeal for permission to 
conduct a general withdrawal, but, weakening from his previous 
resolution, he did ask permission to abandon Vitebsk and pull 3rd 
Panzer Army back to the southwest. Zeitzler put this proposal to 
Hitler that afternoon but was turned down. All the Fuehrer would 
do was order the 212th Infantry and 5th Panzer divisions to Army 
Group Center. It would take days for them to arrive. Busch tele- 
phoned Hitler personally that evening, but the Fuehrer would not 
be persuaded: LIII Corps was to stay in Vitebsk, he commanded.36 
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"What can I do? What can I do?" Busch muttered to his chief 
of staff, Lieutenant General Hans Krebs. It never occurred to him 
to take matters into his own hands. It was probably too late now 
in any event; the "fortified place" was already surrounded, and 
the Russians were rapidly pushing the rest of 3rd Panzer Army— 
IX and VI corps—away from Vitebsk.?? 

That night, Hitler finally decided to allow General Gollwitzer to 
break out of Vitebsk with three of his four divisions, leaving only 
Lieutenant General Alfons Hitter's 206th Infantry Division behind. 
Gollwitzer cut his way out on June 25 but only got a dozen miles 
before being surrounded again the next day. Lieutenant Generals 
Pistorius and Rudolf Peschel, the commanders of the 4th and 6th 
Luftwaffe Field divisions, were both killed. Gollwitzer surrendered 
on the morning of June 27, as did Hitter. Thirty-five thousand men 
were lost, most of them killed during the breakout.?? 

On the southern edge of the cauldron, the 1st Belorussian Front 
threw its full weight into the attack on June 24. General Jordan 
hesitated twenty-four hours before committing his reserve, the 
20th Panzer Division, to the battle. As a result the Russians broke 
through General Edmund Hoffmeister's XLI Panzer Corps with 
strong armored forces and headed for Bobruisk. Busch sacked 
Jordan for irresolute leadership, and replaced him with General 
Nikolaus von Vormann. But it was again too late: the Russians took 
Bobruisk on June 29 and fanned out behind 9th Army.? Of the 
100,000 men in that command, only 30,000 escaped. Hoffmeister 
and Lieutenant General Baron Kurt-Jurgen von Luetzow, the 
commander of the XXXV Corps, were captured. Lieutenant Gener- 
als Ernst Phillipp and Karl Zutavern, the commanders of the 134th 
Infantry and the 18th Panzer Grenadier divisions, respectively, 
committed suicide rather than surrender to the Russians.*° 

On June 25, 4t Army faced an impossible situation. Its center 
(XXXIX Panzer Corps) was penetrated and overwhelmed, and the 
armies to its north and south—3rd Panzer and 9th— were collaps- 
ing. General von Tippelskirch took matters into his own hands 
and ordered a retreat to the Dnieper on his own authority. Busch 
quickly countermanded the order and instructed 4th Army to 
retake its old front (!), but Tippelskirch ignored him and continued 
his retreat. Only on June 28 did Busch signal Tippelskirch to fall 
back behind the Beresina. He was already there by this time, but 
he had lost 130,000 of his 165,000 men.^! He left behind Voeckers's 
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XXVII Corps and Lieutenant General Vincenz Mueller's XII Corps, 
trapped east of Minsk. They tried to break out, but were unsuc- 
cessful, and had to break up their commands into small groups. 
Almost none of these ever reached German lines. Both Voelckers 
and Mueller were captured.? Had Tippelskirch obeyed Busch, as 
Busch obeyed Hitler, 4th Army would have been completely 
wiped out. As things were, 4th and 9th armies were mere shells 
and 3rd Panzer Army was down to three understrength divisions 
with a total of only seventy guns.* 

Hitler sacked Busch later on June 28 and replaced him with Field 
Marshal Model. Busch was deeply hurt by his dismissal, for he 
had just been obeying orders. This was true enough, but in the 
process he had lost 300,000 men and twenty-eight divisions,* as 
well as 215 tanks and more than 1,500 guns.® It was the greatest 
disaster Germany ever suffered on the Eastern Front. By the time 
Model managed to halt the Soviets, they had gained 435 miles and 
were on the Memel and the Vistula—on the very borders of the 
Reich itself.4¢ 


BUSCH FADED INTO obscurity after the Minsk-Vitebsk battles, and it 
seemed that his career was over. In July 1944 he was described 
as "broken and depressed."^ On September 10, however, Rein- 
hardt, who had succeeded Model as C-in-C of Army Group Center 
on August 16, wrote to Guderian. There were many rumors about 
Busch's fate, he informed the chief of the General Staff of the Army, 
including that he had committed suicide or had even defected to 
the Russians. He asked Guderian to persuade Hitler to give Busch 
some token of the Fuehrer's continued esteem. Early the next 
month General Rudolf Schmundt the chief of the Army Personnel 
Office and Hitler's chief adjutant, died of wounds he had received 
in the July 20 assassination attempt. Hitler allowed Busch to give 
the oration at Schmundt's funeral Slowly he worked his way 
back into the Fuehrer's good graces and, on March 20, 1945, was 
named Commander-in-Chief, OB Northwest.49 

Although his title sounded impressive, all Busch commanded 
was a single battle group, a few Labor Service (RAD) battalions 
impressed into the Army, Senior Engineer Command XV, and a 
few Hitler Youth, Volksturm, and miscellaneous units.» His area 
of operations included the North Sea coast, Schleswig-Holstein, 
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and a fringe of eastern Holland still held by the Germans. The 
Western Front was already disintegrating. Although Busch tried 
to hold his sector by flying courts-martial and issuing impossible 
directives, there was nothing he could do. His men were thor- 
oughly demoralized, and even the few troops and junior officers 
who still fought with tenacity had no respect for him and his 
methods. The final act of his military career was to sign the German 
surrender to British Field Marshal Montgomery on May 4, 1945.5! 

Taken to the United Kingdom, Busch survived his Fuehrer by 
only a few weeks. He died a broken man in British captivity on 
July 17, 1945, and was buried without ceremony on waste ground 
in Aldershot, under a false death certificate in an unmarked 
grave.? It was an end without honor. 
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GERD VON RUNDSTEDT 


THE SENIOR GERMAN Officer in the Second World War was Karl Rudolf 
Gerd von Rundstedt. He was born in Aschersleben, near Halle, 
the descendent of an old Prussian Junker family from Mecklen- 
. burg that dated back to 1109. His father was a major general. Gerd, 
as he was called, entered the junior school for cadets at Oranien- 
stein in 1888, at age twelve.! He joined the Army as a Fahnenjunker 
in the 83rd (2nd Upper Alsatian) Infantry Regiment at Kassel on 
March 3, 1892, and was commissioned second lieutenant the 
following year.? Erich von Manstein was six years old at the time, 
Hitler was three, and Erwin Rommel was still in diapers. 

Rundstedt served as battalion and regimental adjutant before 
being promoted to first lieutenant and being assigned to the War 
Academy in 1902, to undergo General Staff training. That same 
year he married Louise von Goetz, the daughter of a retired major. 
They had one son, who broke with family tradition and became 
a historian. Dr. von Rundstedt, a reserve lieutenant in World War 
II, later served as his father's aide from 1943 on, but this is getting 
ahead of our story? 

After earning the red stripes of a General Staff officer, Gerd von 
Rundstedt spent three years on the Greater General Staff in Berlin 
(1907-10) and two years on the General Staff of the XI Corps (1910- 
12), before joining the 171st Infantry Regiment as a company com- 
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mander (1912-14). He spent the early months of World War I as 
a General Staff officer (Ia) with the 22nd Reserve Division, and 
fought in the Battle of the Marne before being promoted to major 
at the end of November 1914.4 He was assigned to the staff of the 
General Government of Antwerp in late 1914, but the following 
spring he was with a division on the Eastern Front, where he took 
part in the drive on Narev in Russia. At the end of the year he 
was assigned to the Polish General Government at Warsaw.’ 

Major von Rundstedt was sent to Hungary in 1916 as a corps 
chief of staff? Apparently he did a brief tour of duty with the 
Turkish General Staff in early 1917, before returning to the north- 
ern sector of the Eastern Front that fall, as chief of staff of LIII 
Corps, and fighting in the Lake Peipus battles. In 1918 he returned 
to France as chief of staff of the XV Corps, a post he held at the 
end of the war.? 

He must have been especially valuable in France, for he was 
a qualified interpreter in French. Rundstedt emerged from the war 
with the Iron Cross, 1st Class, and the Hohenzollern House Order.’ 
Naturally he was selected for the Reichswehr in 1920. 

Rundstedt, who was considered an extremely capable General 
Staff officer, advanced rapidly in the Reichsheer and was given 
the most challenging and responsible assignments, including the 
task of investigating the causes for Germany's defeat. (He con- 
cluded that the economic power of Great Britain was the major 
reason Germany lost the war.) Rundstedt was successively named 
Chief of Staff of the 3rd Cavalry Division (1920-23) and Wehrkreis 
II on Germany's eastern border (late 1923-1925). Then he was 
named commander of the 18th Infantry Regiment (1925-26), with 
which he ruthlessly suppressed Communist and left-wing riots 
in Thuringia (central Germany) during the civil unrest of the mid- 
1920s. He then returned to Kassel as chief of staff of Army Group 
2 (1926-28), was commander ofthe 2nd Cavalry Division at Breslau 
(1928-32), commander of Wehrkreis III (1932), and was Com- 
mander-in-Chief of Army Group 1 in Berlin when Hitler came to 
power in 1933. He was promoted to lieutenant colonel (1920), 
colonel (1923), major general (1927), lieutenant general (1929), and 
general of infantry (1932).!0 

Gerd von Rundstedt was an aristocrat who believed the Army 
should stay out of politics. He successfully blocked the promotion 
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of the politically minded pro-Nazi General Walter von Reichenau 
to the post of Commander-in-Chief of the Army in 1934 and 1938. 
In the early years of the Nazi regime he was a major influence 
in the shaping and organization of the Wehrmacht, advocating 
military expansion, Prussian discipline, and motorized warfare. He 
nevertheless ran afoul of the Nazis, backing anti-Nazi Generals 
Fritsch and Beck, strongly protesting Fritsch's treatment in 1938, 
and opposing war over the Sudetenland, because he considered 
Germany militarily unprepared.! He also deeply offended Hitler 
by bluntly advising him to have nothing to do with that "Negroid 
asshole,” Mussolini? As a result, Rundstedt was retired in 
November 1938 with the rank of colonel general. For him, it was 
the first of four retirements.!3 

Colonel General von Rundstedt was recalled to active duty in 
May 1939, as Hitler's principal military advisor on the question 
of invading Poland. He told the Fuehrer that the Poles must be 
destroyed west of the Vistula and Narev rivers, by concentric 
attacks from Silesia and Pomerania. A surprise attack, character- 
ized by a rapid advance, would be the best method, as it would 
prevent the Poles from mobilizing and retreating behind the 
rivers. The advance of Kuechler's 3rd Army from East Prussia 
against Warsaw was Hitler's own idea. Rundstedt left the detailed 
planning to the other members of "Working Staff Rundstedt”: 
Lieutenant General Erich von Manstein and Colonel Guenther 
Blumentritt.!* Of Rundstedt at this point, Manstein recalled: 


As an exponent of grand tactics he was brilliant—a talented soldier 
who grasped the essentials of any problem in an instant. Indeed, 
he would concern himself with nothing else, being supremely indif- 
ferent to minor detail. He was a gentleman of the old school... . 
The General hàd a charm about him to which even Hitler suc- 
cumbed. The latter seems to have taken a genuine liking to him. 
... What probably attracted Hitler was the indefinable impression 
the general gave of a man from a past which he did not understand 
and to the atmosphere of which he never had access." 


Like most of the German generals, Gerd von Rundstedt defi- 
nitely favored the invasion of Poland. Most German officers agreed 
with Colonel General von Seeckt, the Commander-in-Chief of the 
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Reichswehr, when he said: "Poland's existence is intolerable and 
incompatible with Germany's essential needs: she must disappear 
... With help from ourselves.’ Rundstedt played a key role in 
this disappearance, commanding almost a million men in the inva- 
sion of Poland. His Army Group South included the 8th, 10th, and 
14th armies and the majority of the panzer and motorized forma- 
tions, backed by most of the Luftwaffe. Most of the Polish Army 
was destroyed by his forces, and Colonel General Johannes 
Blaskowitz's 8th Army, under Rundstedt's general direction, cap- 
tured Warsaw on September 28, 1939. Rundstedt was then trans- 
ferred to the west, where his HQ was redesignated Army Group 
A and given the key role in the conquest of France. 

As before, and, indeed, throughout his career as an army group 
commander, Gerd von Rundstedt did not concern himself with 
the "nuts and bolts" of the western operation, but rather left the 
details to his staff and subordinates. One staff officer recalled his 
love for cheap detective novels, a taste that embarrassed him. He 
always read them with a desk drawer open, so he could quickly 
hide them when a visitor entered his office.7 

He also had the curious habit of dressing in the uniform of a 
colonel. When he had been retired in 1938, he was given the 
singular honor of being named honorary colonel of the 18th Infan- 
try Regiment, and he frequently wore this uniform, even after he 
had been promoted to field marshal. When someone did not rec- 
ognize him and referred to or addressed him as "colonel," Rund- 
stedt merely laughed. 

He did not originate the plan that led to the conquest of France; 
its author was his chief of staff, General Erich von Manstein. 
Rundstedt did, however, push for its immediate adoption and 
eventually executed it in May 1940. The fighting of the battle he 
entrusted to his subordinate commanders, primarily Kleist (CG, 
Panzer Group Kleist), Kluge (CG, 4th Army), List (12th Army), and 
Busch (16th Army). Even when Guderian, the panzer spearhead 
commander, was relieved by Kleist, Rundstedt did not intervene 
personally, but sent General List to straighten out the matter— 
with happy results. Less happy was Rundstedt's decision to halt 
the panzers on the Aa Canal on May 23, to give the infantry time 
to close up with his armored vanguards. The army group com- 
mander was clearly nervous after the unsuccessful British coun- 
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terattack at Arras on May 21, and his conservative directions gave 
the Allies seventy-two hours to reorganize their defenses. This 
delay played a major role in the subsequent escape of the British 
Expeditionary Force. After the war, however, Rundstedt unfairly 
blamed this "incredible blunder”! solely on the Fuehrer, who 
initially acted on Rundstedt's advice. The plan to liquidate the 
pocket using just the Luftwaffe was Goering's idea alone. 

After the fall of France, Rundstedt was promoted to field marshal 
on July 19, 1940, and was nominated to command the 6th, 9th, and 
16th armies (led by von Reichenau, Strauss, and Busch, respec- 
tively) in the invasion of Britain. The Luftwaffe, however, was 
unable to obtain the necessary air superiority, and plans for the 
invasion were canceled in October. Rundstedt served as Com- 
mander-in-Chief, West, for a time, but was sent back to the east 
in April 1941? to command Army Group South in the invasion 
of the Soviet Union. 

Gerd von Rundstedt was against the Russian adventure from 
the beginning. His initial task there was the toughest of all the 
army group commanders, for he faced two Soviet fronts under 
Marshal Semen Mikhailovich Budenny. Army Group South con- 
sisted of (north to south) Kleist's 1st Panzer Group, Reichenau's 
6th Army, Heinrich von Stuelpnagel's 17th Army, the Rumanian 
3rd Army, Schobert's (later Manstein's) 11th Army, and the 
Rumanian 4th Army, a total of twenty-six infantry, five panzer, 
three motorized, six mountain or light, and three security divi- 
sions, plus fourteen Rumanian divisions, a grand total of forty- 
three German and fourteen Rumanian divisions?! He was op- 
posed by fifty-one infantry, twenty-one cavalry, and five armored 
divisions, plus fourteen mechanized or motorized brigades.?? 

Because of the strength of the Soviet opposition, and the diffi- 
cult, forested terrain through which he advanced, Rundstedt did 
not score the tremendous successes that his neighbor, Fedor von 
Bock, enjoyed to the north. Rundstedt was subjected to heavier 
and more frequent counterattacks. Also, most of his combat units 
were non-motorized infantry. James Lucas wrote later: “Despite 
the propaganda pictures and stories which were put out regarding 
Germany’s armed might, it cannot be accepted that its Army of 
World War II was a modern, that is a motorized force, for the 
movement of the great mass of its units was on foot or hoof and 
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thus the main [body] moved little faster than it had under Kaiser 
Wilhelm during World War I."? 

Rundstedt did capture 150,000 men, 1,970 tanks, and 2,190 guns 
on the Russo-Rumanian frontier,” and managed to encircle and 
destroy most of the Soviet 6th and 12th armies and part of the 
18th Army (about twenty divisions) at Uman, a battle that ended 
on August 8, 1941. He took 103,000 prisoners, as well as over three 
hundred tanks and eight hundred guns. The following month 
his forces and the 2nd Army and 2nd Panzer Group of Army Group 
Center surrounded the bulk of Budenny's forces at Kiev and cap- 
tured 667,000 men, 884 tanks, and 3,178 guns.” Then he sent Kleist 
south, into the rear of the Soviet concentration at Dnepropetrovsk, 
resulting in another battle of encirclement in the Osipenko- 
Mariupol sector on the Sea of Azov. The 1st Panzer Group and 
11th Army took 107,000 prisoners, as well as 212 tanks and 672 
guns." In late October, Manstein's 11th Army took more than 
100,000 prisoners on the Perekop isthmus and drove on Sevas- 
topol, on the southern tip of the Crimean peninsula, but could not 
take the city.?® 

By early November 1941 Rundstedt had overrun the Ukraine, 
the Crimea, and the Donets industrial basin. Now he wanted to 
halt, before the Russian winter descended in earnest. Hitler 
ordered him to seize Rostov, the gateway to the Caucasus, instead. 
Rundstedt correctly estimated that he could take Rostov but 
would not have the strength to hold it. Still, he had no choice but 
to send Kleist's 1st Panzer Army to take the city, which he did. 
Then, as predicted, Kleist was brought under strong counterattack 
and could not hold. On November 28 Rundstedt ordered a general 
retreat?’ 

The withdrawal was already in progress on December 1, when 
Rundstedt received his first “hold at all costs” order from the 
Fuehrer. Despite his aristocratic manners, Rundstedt had a tem- 
per, especially when someone tried to intervene in what he con- 
sidered his business. He immediately signaled back to Hitler that 
his order was “madness.” If Hitler did not rescind the order, the 
message continued, he should find someone else to carry it out. 
That very night Rundstedt was relieved of his command. Eleven 
days later he celebrated his sixty-sixth birthday in retirement. He 
was replaced by Field Marshal Walter von Reichenau. 
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Twenty-four hours after assuming command, Reichenau asked 
for and received permission to resume the retreat. In early 
December, Hitler visited Kleist's advanced HQ to see the situation 
for himself—and intent on relieving Kleist and his chief of staff 
(Major General Kurt Zeitzler) of their positions. To his great sur- 
prise, he found that Rundstedt's decision had, in fact, been the 
correct one; even the former chief of Hitler's bodyguard, SS Gen- 
eral Sepp Dietrich, who had commanded the 1st SS Motorized 
Division at Rostov, said so. Hitler admitted to Jodl that he had 
been wrong. His confidence in the old Prussian field marshal was 
thus restored?! 


HITLER APPOINTED GERD von Rundstedt Commander-in-Chief, West 
(OB West) and C-in-C, Army Group D on March 8, 1942.3? His 
forces included 15th and 7th armies on the French Atlantic and 
Belgian coasts, and 1st Army in the interior. This appointment 
suited Rundstedt very well, for he liked Marshal Petain and the 
French, possibly because he had Huguenot blood in his veins from 
his mother's side of the family.” However, Rundstedt did little to 
prepare the French coast for an Allied invasion, partially because 
of a lack of construction materials and labor battalions, and par- 
tially because of a lack of energy and foresight on his own part. 
In France, Rundstedt adopted a very laissez faire attitude. 
Unlike Rommel, he never believed that the British and Americans 
could be halted on the invasion beaches, so he was not particularly 
concerned about the Atlantic Wall, which he dubbed the "Propa- 
ganda Wall." He thought the decisive battle should be fought in 
the interior of France, out of the range of the big guns of the U.S. 
and Royal navies. He was, in fact, preparing for a 1941-style battle 
in 1944, not realizing that the Anglo-American air forces had made 
the days of the great panzer victories a thing of the past. He was 
also disgusted by Hitler and OKW, which would not allow him 
to move his reserves without the Fuehrer's permission. He en- 
gaged in frequent outbursts of sarcasm against the Nazis and 
Hitler, whom he habitually referred to as "the Bohemian corporal," 
but he refused to join the conspiracy against him. Indeed, he was 
usually paralyzed by apathy, frustration, and disgust. 
Rundstedt's age was beginning to tell on him, and he knew it. 
By 1944 he had been in the Army fifty-two years; he was worn 
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out physically, and his mental powers were declining, although 
it would be going much too far to suggest that he was growing 
senile. Most of the time he simply did nothing. Baron Geyr von 
Schweppenburg, the commander of Panzer Group West, charac- 
terized him as "incredibly idle." When Erwin Rommel tried to 
induct him into the anti-Hitler conspiracy, he replied: "You are 
young. The people know you and love you. You do it." 

At the beginning of 1944, Germany had 304 divisions in the field: 
179 were in Russia, twenty-six in the Balkans, twenty-two in Italy, 
sixteen in Scandinavia, and eight in Finland. Rundstedt had only 
fifty-three.5 By June 6, he had been reinforced to fifty-eight, many 
of which were second-rate, but some of which were excellent. Ten 
of them were panzer or motorized. Rundstedt's order of battle on 
D-Day is shown in Table 7. 


Table 7 
ORDER OF BATTLE, OB WEST, June 6, 1944 


OB WEST: Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt 
Army Group B: Field Marshal Erwin Rommel 
15th Army: Col. Gen. Hans von Salmuth 
7th Army: Col. Gen. Friedrich Dollmann 
Army Group G: Col. Gen. Johannes Blaskowitz 
19th Army: Gen. Georg von Soderstern 
1st Army: Gen. Kurt von der Chevallerie 
Panzer Group West: Gen. Baron Leo Geyr von Schweppenburg 
1st Parachute Army: Luftwaffe Col. Gen. Kurt Student 


Rundstedt left the details of the fighting in the Normandy 
campaign to his gifted subordinate, Erwin Rommel. The U.S. 
Army's official history records: 


The evidence indicates that Rommel had an energy and strength 
of conviction that often enabled him to secure Hitler’s backing, 
whereas Rundstedt, who was disposed whenever possible to com- 
promise and allow arguments to go by default .. . relaxed command 
prerogatives that undoubtedly remained formally his. It is possible, 
of course, that he too came under Rommel's influence because he 
was content to allow Rommel to assume the main burden of respon- 
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sibility. In any case the clear fact is that after January, 1944, Rommel 
was the dominant personality in the west with an influence dispro- 
portionate to his formal command authority.”’3s 


Unlike Rundstedt, Rommel wanted to fight the decisive battle 
at the water’s edge, correctly believing that Germany would never 
defeat the Western Allies if they were allowed time to consolidate 
their initial beachheads. Consequently, according to Rommel, 
everything depended on launching an armored counterattack as 
soon as possible. When the Allies landed on June 6, 1944, Rommel 
was away from his post. Rundstedt took it upon himself to order 
the 12th SS Panzer and Panzer Lehr divisions to rush to Normandy 
for the counterattack, even though this move was in conformance 
with Rommel’s plans and not his own. Moreover, it was in viola- 
tion of Rundstedt’s own orders, for these units were not supposed 
to move without Hitler’s personal approval. When OKW coun- 
termanded Rundstedt’s orders later in the day, his Ia recalled that 
the old field marshal "was fuming with rage, red in the face, and 
his anger made his speech unintelligible."? As a result of the 
delays caused by the High Command and Rommel's own absence, 
the counterattack could not be launched until June 9, and it failed. 

“I knew all along the German position in France was hopeless 
[after June 9],” Rundstedt said later, "and that eventually the war 
would be lost. But if I had been given a free hand to conduct 
operations, I think I could have made the Allies pay a fearful price 
for their victory. I had planned to fight a slow retiring action, 
exacting a heavy toll for each bit of ground I gave up. I had hoped 
this might have brought about a political decision which would 
have saved Germany from complete and utter defeat. But I did 
not have my way ...'?5 

Rundstedt became more and more agitated over the constant 
interference of Hitler and his lackeys in the Normandy battle. On 
July 1 Rundstedt telephoned Berlin and reported to Field Marshal 
Keitel the failure of a local counterattack. They then began discuss- 
ing the overall strategic situation, which appeared to be hopeless. 

“What shall we do? What shall we do?” the Chief of OKW 
moaned. 

“Make peace, you fools!” Rundstedt shouted. “What else can 
you do?" Then he hung up.” 

The next day Colonel Heinrich Borgmann arrived at Rund- 
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stedt's Headquarters in Paris, presented him with the Oak Leaves 
to his Knight's Cross, and handed him a letter relieving him of 
his command.^ He was replaced by Field Marshal Guenther von 
Kluge. 


RUNDSTEDT'S THIRD RETIREMENT lasted only two months. During that 
time Rommel was critically wounded, the Normandy front col- 
lapsed, Paris fell, most of France and Belgium were lost, the enemy 
was at the Dutch border, Kluge committed suicide, and the job of 
C-in-C, OB West, proved too much for his successor, Field Marshal 
Model, who also commanded Army Group B. On July 20, a group 
of Army officers, led by Colonel General Beck and Colonel Count 
Claus von Stauffenberg, narrowly failed to assassinate Hitler. No 
less than three field marshals—Witzleben, Rommel, and even 
Kluge— were implicated or directly involved. Now even a defeatist 
like Rundstedt was acceptable to the thoroughly paranoid 
Fuehrer, provided he was loyal. Hitler knew that Rundstedt had 
nothing but contempt for himself and the Nazis, but he was so 
nonpolitical that he would not actually do anything about it. On 
September 4 Rundstedt once again became Commander-in-Chief, 
OB West, now headquartered at Kolbenz, Germany. Model stayed 
on in a reduced capacity, as C-in-C, Army Group B. 

Almost as soon as Rundstedt assumed command, the Western 
Front stabilized. Eisenhower diverted most of his resources to 
Montgomery's 21st Army Group, leaving Bradley and Patton with 
insufficient supplies to continue their advance on a large scale. 
Then Model defeated Montgomery's ambitious ground-airborne 
offensive at Arnhem. Hitler, for his part, had another brainstorm: 
he would rebuild his decimated panzer divisions, marshal his 
reserves, create a new panzer army (the 6th, later 6th SS, under 
SS Colonel General Sepp Dietrich), and launch a major offensive 
through the Ardennes. His strategic objective was Antwerp. If he 
could capture that port, he could disrupt Allied preparations for 
the invasion of Germany for months. By then his "miracle weap- 
ons" would be ready, he declared, to win the war for Germany. 

While Hitler built up his forces, Rundstedt used the relatively 
quiet period following Arnhem to build up the West Wall. His men 
fought a two-month battle at Aachen, which fell on October 21, 
gaining more time for the buildup.*! His 15th Army (General Gus- 
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tav von Zangen) fought a delaying action in the Scheldt estuary, 
which Montgomery could not clear until November 8.2? That same 
day, Patton began an offensive against General Hermann Balck's 
Army Group G. Although outnumbering the Germans three to 
one, he could only gain fifteen miles in eight days due to the rain, 
mud, minefields, fuel shortages, and Balck's mobile defenses. Pat- 
ton was halted in the fortifications around Metz.? Eisenhower's 
other attacks in October and November resulted in some local 
successes, especially around Aachen, but Rundstedt held the West 
Wall basically intact, without having to use Hitler’s panzer 
reserves. The stage was set for his most famous battle. 


FIELD MARSHAL GERD von Rundstedt opposed the Ardennes offen- 
sive from the beginning. He saw at a glance that it was too ambi- 
tious for the forces involved. He thought it might be possible to 
pinch off the Allied salient at Aachen, which would have been a 
major American defeat in itself, but Hitler insisted upon driving 
on Antwerp. Rundstedt considered this plan "stupid" and 
divorced himself from it completely. Later it became a source of 
irritation to him when the Allies dubbed the Battle of the Bulge 
"Rundstedt's offensive." The old field marshal simply handed over 
the battle to his gifted pro-Nazi subordinate, Field Marshal Walter 
Model, who did not believe in it either, but commanded it with 
his typical determination and loyalty to the Fuehrer. 

The battle began on December 16, 1944. Rundstedt was calling 
on Hitler to halt it on December 24, because the XLVII Panzer 
Corps had failed to take the vital communications center of Bas- 
togne from the encircled U.S. 101st Airborne Division. Hitler 
would have none of it and threw in his last, irreplaceable reserves. 
The tide began to turn against the Germans on December 26. By 
January 9, 1945, even Hitler was ready to admit defeat and with- 
drew the 6th Panzer Army for employment on the Eastern Front. 
He had lost 103,000 men, and almost six hundred panzers and 
assault guns.^ The war was lost. 

The Battle of the Bulge broke German morale on the Western 
Front. Eisenhower began his final offensive on February 2. A week 
later, 25,000 men of the 19th Army were surrounded at Colmar, 
on the west side of the Rhine. The Allies broke through the Sieg- 
fried Line on February 20, and Rundstedt fell back behind the 
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Rhine. Then, on March 7, the U.S. 9th Armored Division seized 
the Rhine River railroad bridge at Remagen intact. Bonn fell the 
next day, and Model's local reserves were unable to eliminate the 
American bridgehead at Remagen. The next day, March 9, Field 
Marshal von Rundstedt, who was as defeated as his men, was re- 
placed by Kesselring. 


GERD VON RUNDSTEDT was captured by the Americans on May 2, 
1945, at the hospital at Bad Tolz, where he was undergoing treat- 
ment for arthritis. He was indicted for war crimes in 1948 and 
scheduled to stand trial before a British military court, but he was 
released the following year due to ill health. He died in Hanover 
on February 24, 1953.56 


HOW GOOD A military commander was Field Marshal Gerd von 
Rundstedt? He was undoubtedly capable but not of the first class. 
He almost never visited the front, rarely used the telephone, and 
left the day-to-day direction of operations to his staff officers and 
principal subordinates, concerning himself with only the most 
general matters. Although there is something to be said for his 
approach, Rundstedt probably overdid it, for he lost contact with 
the men at the front and did not always have a "feel" for the battle. 
He certainly did well until late 1941, but after that he never acted— 
he reacted. Sometimes he did not even do that. His period as 
commander of occupied France was characterized by neglect. The 
Atlantic coast was unprepared for the Allied invasion, and for this 
Rundstedt must bear full responsibility, along with Hitler. Kessel- 
ring referred to him as "the remote High Priest who was referred 
to only with a certain awe." Colonel Seaton's verdict seems cor- 
rect: "Von Rundstedt has some reputation as a strategist, but, al- 
though very able, it is doubtful whether he was a commander of 
the first rank or an outstandingly strong personality. He had a very 
impressive presence and possibly for this reason he was highly 
esteemed by the Fuehrer, who, in point of fact, scarcely knew 
him.’48 


(6 


GUENTHER VON KLUGE 


GUENTHER HANS VON Kluge was born in Posen, Prussia, on October 
30, 1882. After attending cadet schools, he joined the Imperial 
Army at the turn of the century and was commissioned second 
lieutenant in the 46th Field Artillery Regiment at Wolfenbuettel on 
March 22, 1901. He was a first lieutenant and battalion adjutant 
by the early 1910s, when he was sent to the War Academy to under- 
go General Staff training. In 1913 he was on the Greater General 
Staff in Berlin and went to war in 1914 as a captain on the staff 
of the XXI Corps. Kluge led a battalion on the Western Front (No- 
vember 1915-April 1916) before resuming his General Staff assign- 
ments with the 89th Infantry Division (1916-18) and the Alpine 
Corps (1918).! Captain Kluge fought in the battles around Artois 
and in Flanders. He was seriously wounded at Verdun in 19182 
From his wartime service Guenther von Kluge was recognized 
as an excellent and energetic staff officer. He was selected for the 
Reichsheer and in 1921 was assigned to the staff of the 3rd Infantry 
Division. He served in staff positions in the Defense Ministry 
(1923-26), as commander of the V Battalion, 3rd Artillery Regiment 
at Sagan (1926-28), and chief of staff of the 1st Cavalry Division 
at Frankfurt-on-the-Oder (1928-30). Kluge succeeded Baron von 
Fritsch as commander of the 2nd Artillery Regiment in 1930 and 
on October 1, 1931, was named Artilleriefuehrer III and deputy 


295 


296 Hitler's Field Marshals and Their Battles 


commander of the 3rd Infantry Division. He was successively pro- 
moted to major (1923), lieutenant colonel (1927), and colonel (1930). 
In February 1933 he was promoted to major general and named 
Inspector of Signal Troops. The following year he was promoted 
to lieutenant general (on April 1, 1934), and was named command- 
ing general of the 6th Infantry Division at Muenster in October. 
He continued his rapid advancement in September 1934, when 
he was given command of Wehrkreis VI at Muenster, controlling 
the 6th Infantry Division and Frontier Zone Command 9. Later 
the 16th and 26th Infantry divisions (at Rheine and Cologne, 
respectively) were created under his general direction. Guenther 
von Kluge was promoted to general of artillery on August 1, 1936.3 

Kluge was a firm supporter of Werner von Fritsch, the com- 
mander-in-chief of the Army from 1934 to 1938. Fritsch was retired 
on trumped-up charges of homosexuality in February 1938, and 
Kluge was retired later that month in the Brauchitsch purges. With 
war on the horizon in October 1938, however, Hitler needed his 
experienced commanders, and Kluge was brought out of 
retirement and given command of the newly created Army Group 
6, headquartered at Hanover. His north German command in- 
cluded Wehrkreise IX, X, and XI, with six infantry divisions. 

General Kluge was a traditionalist Prussian officer who showed 
considerable talent for his chosen profession. He was also marked, 
as Robert Wistrich wrote, by a "vacillating character and weak- 
minded opportunism.” His sharp mind recognized the monstros- 
ity of the Nazi regime, but he also saw considerable personal and 
professional advantages in cooperating with the regime. Through- 
out World War II, Kluge realized he should join the anti-Hitler 
conspiracy but vacillated between duty and personal gain. He 
never really made a decision. 


FOR THE INVASION of Poland, Brauchitsch redesignated Kluge's Army 
Group 6 headquarters as 4th Army. Hermann Goering hated Kluge 
and persuaded Hitler to veto his appointment. Hitler did so, but 
allowed himself to be overruled in this matter by the C-in-C of 
the Army. Hitler still doubted Kluge’s ability, however, and the 
Prussian general was clearly on trial during the Polish campaign. 

Kluge passed the test of Poland with flying colors, cutting the 
Polish Corridor in three days and then driving on Warsaw from 
the northwest. He had convinced Hitler of his abilities, which the 
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Fuehrer would never question again, by the time injuries sus- 
tained in an airplane crash rendered him hors de combat for the rest 
of the campaign.’ 

Promoted to colonel general after Poland, Kluge quickly recov- 
ered his health and led 4th Army in the French campaign, although 
in a secondary role. He played a part in the delay at Dunkirk, 
advising Rundstedt to halt Kleist's armor on May 23.8 The magni- 
tude of this mistake was not apparent until later, however, and 
did not affect Kluge’s advancement. After the French campaign 
he was promoted to field marshal on July 19, 1940. He was fifty- 
seven years old. 

Guenther von Kluge was one of the few German generals who 
favored the invasion of the Soviet Union, which began on June 
22, 1941. His 4th Army was initially the largest one, containing 
twenty-one infantry and two security divisions. On June 26, how- 
ever, Hitler ordered Kluge to take direct control of both the 2nd 
and 3rd Panzer groups and hand his infantry over to HQ, 2nd 
Army, against the express wishes of Field Marshal Fedor von Bock, 
the army group commander. Kluge directed five panzer corps in 
the drive on Smolensk and has been severely criticized by Guder- 
ian for his handling of tank units. Guderian's remarks must be 
taken with a grain of salt, for he was hypercritical of people he 
did not like, and he did not get along with Kluge at all. (The two 
were even considering fighting a duel at one point, before cooler 
heads intervened.) However, the more objective General Hoth, the 
commander of the 3rd Panzer Group, is another matter; he, too, 
was highly critical of Kluge, who advanced on too broad a front 
and did not seal the Smolensk pocket quickly enough, allowing 
a number of Soviet formations to escape? By early August, Kluge 
was commanding infantry corps again. 

In September, Kluge objected to the final drive on Moscow, 
saying it was too close to winter to try it. Bock ordered the advance 
anyway. Kluge directed the main infantry assault, but in such a 
slow and half-hearted manner that he came under criticism, par- 
ticularly from Colonel General Erich Hoepner, whose 4th Panzer 
Army bore the brunt of the fighting while Kluge remained pretty 
well inactive.! The Russians counterattacked on December 6, and 
on December 18 Field Marshal Bock was relieved of the command 
of Army Group Center. He was replaced by Guenther von Kluge. 

During the retreat from Moscow, Kluge got his revenge on the 
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generals with whom he had clashed. Within a week he signaled 
Fuehrer Headquarters that either he or Guderian must be relieved 
of his command. Since Kluge was trying to hold every foot of 
ground, in accordance with Hitler's dictates, and Guderian did not 
hesitate to abandon hopeless positions whether higher headquar- 
ters ratified his decisions or not, Hitler decided Guderian must go. 
He was relieved of his command on December 25,!! and Germany 
lost one of its best tank commanders. 

Kluge obeyed Hitler's orders blindly. "If scapegoats were 
needed," Colonel Albert Seaton wrote later, “von Kluge could find 
them; if heads must fall, von Kluge took good care to see that his 
would not be among them."? Among those replaced were General 
Ludwig Kuebler, the commander of 4th Army, Hoepner, and 
Colonel General Adolf Strauss, the commander of 9th Army. 
"Kluge had in fact replaced von Brauchitsch as the Fuehrer's 
postman," Seaton recorded.? In justice to Kluge, however, it must 
be noted that he was usually able to get approval for the necessary 
withdrawals, in 1941 at least, even if the Fuehrer gave permission 
only with the greatest reluctance. 

Most of the battered Army Group Center escaped destruction 
in front of Moscow, despite Hitler and temperatures of below 
minus 25 degrees Fahrenheit, largely because Stalin also ignored 
his generals and attacked everywhere, instead of concentrating 
against the weakened Army Group Center. The cost was tremen- 
dous in any case. The Wehrmacht lost 981,895 men killed, wound- 
ed, or captured during the winter offensive: 30.68 percent of the 
total 3,200,000 men on the Eastern Front. 

Because of his heavy casualties, Hitler could launch an offensive 
on only one sector in the summer of 1942. He chose the southern 
sector. Kluge nevertheless played a significant role in the offensive 
by feinting. He successfully deceived Stalin into believing that the 
major German thrust would come against Moscow, not against 
Stalingrad and the Caucasus. The Russians concentrated against 
Kluge. When the German attack came, Stalin's huge reserves were 
in the wrong place. 

Army Group Center faced several minor offensives in 1942 and 
defeated them all. Most notably, Kluge destroyed the Soviet 
Cavalry Corps Belov (20,000 men) at Kirov after it had broken 
through, and the Soviet 39th Army and 11 Cavalry Corps (40,000 
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men) at Bely, also after they had broken through the front. Ninth 
Army and 2nd Panzer Army also faced major attacks at Rzhev and 
Belev, respectively, and defeated them. Second Panzer (now under 
Colonel General Rudolf Schmidt) destroyed 289 Soviet tanks in 
six days.!5 

Kluge also launched a minor offensive himself—and against his 
own wishes. In early August Hitler ordered him to pinch off the 
Russian salient at Sukhinichi with the 9th and 11th Panzer divi- 
sions, which Hitler had just sent him from Army Group B. Kluge 
said the offensive would fail because the attacking forces were too 
weak. Hitler overrode Kluge's objections, whereupon the field 
marshal told him that the responsibility for the failure would lie 
solely with the Fuehrer. The attack did fail, in mid-August. Hitler 
nonetheless reprimanded Kluge for the setback.! He could not 
have been too upset with Kluge, however, because on October 
30 he gave the marshal a check for 250,000 Reichsmarks, as a sort 
of bonus and birthday present. Half of the money was to be used 
in improving Kluge's estate.!7 

During the winter of 1942/43, Army Group Center fought several 
severe defensive battles, especially on the left wing, in the zones 
of the 3rd Panzer and 9th armies. They lost Velikiye-Luki with its 
7,000-man garrison, but in large part managed to hold their lines. 

Kluge liked to play both sides of any issue, which is why he 
obtained the nickname "Der kluge Hans"— Clever Hans, a play 
on words with his name. No better example of this character trait 
can be seen than in his attitude toward Operation Citadelle, the 
Kursk offensive of 1943. In early May, he arrived at Fuehrer HQ 
in favor of delaying the start of the offensive. Then he was in- 
formed that Hitler had already decided upon a postponement. 
When he saw Hitler, Kluge spoke out strongly against the delay, 
to avoid future blame if the offensive failed.!8 

Field Marshal Kluge also played up to both sides in the anti- 
Hitler conspiracy, to which he gave noncommittal encourage- 
ment. His chief of operations, the exceptionally capable Major 
General Henning von Treschow, was a leader in the movement, 
and Kluge indicated his sympathy for it, but never committed 
himself 100 percent. This was typical of the man. Treschow killed 
himself on July 21, 1944, the day after the plot miscarried. 

Meanwhile, Operation Citadelle failed. Kluge had never been 
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an enthusiastic supporter of it, so he left command of the northern 
pincers to Colonel General Model. Manstein's Army Group South 
was responsible for the other pincer, so Kluge escaped blame 
when the operation misfired in early July 1943. Kluge was the first 
to call for a suspension of the attacks. 

After Kursk, Germany completely forfeited the initiative on the 
Eastern Front. On July 15, strong Soviet forces broke through 
Army Group Center's lines at Orel. Kluge slowed, but could not 
halt, the Soviet advance by sending in most of the depleted panzer 
units Model had hurled into the Battle of Kursk. Despite heavy 
odds, Kluge retreated gradually to the Hagen Line, along the 
Dnieper, which he reached on August 17. Three days later, OKH 
took five divisions from 9th Army and sent them to Army Group 
South. Kluge informed them that he could not guarantee to hold 
his positions without them, but Manstein's situation was even 
more desperate. The Russians did, in fact, break the Hagen Line 
on August 29. As of September 7, Kluge had only 108 tanks and 
191 assault guns left. Bryansk fell on September 17, and Smolensk 
and Roslavl were lost on September 24. Kluge then retreated to 
the Panther Line in Belorussia.”° 

The Soviets renewed their offensive against Army Group Center 
on October 6. Although they still outnumbered Kluge, most of 
their strength was committed to the south, against Manstein, 
while Kluge still had the strongest German army group (forty-two 
infantry and eight panzer or panzer grenadier divisions, of which 
twelve infantry and four panzer divisions were at battle group 
strength)?! Kluge lost Gomel and Nevel but managed to repulse 
the Russians elsewhere. 

On October 28, 1943, Kluge's car hit a patch of ice and ran off 
the road. Kluge was severely injured and had to be sent home. 
It took him quite some time to recover, and he did not return to 
duty for eight months. 


KLUGE WAS SUMMONED to Berchtesgaden in late June 1944, and on 
July 2 was appointed C-in-C, OB West. This force included Army 
Group B under Field Marshal Rommel, then fighting desperately 
in Normandy. Hitler and his cronies convinced Kluge that the Ger- 
man failures on the Western Front since D-Day were due to poor 
or irresolute leadership. Kluge headed for Paris on July 4, confident 


Guenther von Kluge 301 


that he could restore the situation by putting backbone into his 
subordinates by the force of his own dynamic personality. He was 
full of baloney. 

Guenther von Kluge had no idea of what he was in for as 
Commander-in-Chief of the Western Front. Influenced by the 
Fuehrer, Kluge believed that much of the problem lay with Erwin 
Rommel. The two clashed immediately. On July 5, Kluge greeted 
Rommel with the words: "Now you, too, will have to get accus- 
tomed to obeying orders!" Rommel did not take this insult lying 
down, and a terrible verbal row ensued. Kluge criticized Rommel 
for being too pessimistic and failing to follow Hitler's orders as 
wholeheartedly as he should. Rommel suggested (loudly) that 
Kluge visit the front before he drew any conclusions. The mar- 
shals’ argument became so personal and insulting that Kluge 
ordered everyone else to leave the room.?? 

Kluge did visit the front shortly thereafter. "Field Marshal von 
Kluge was a robust, aggressive type soldier," Lieutenant General 
Guenther Blumentritt, the chief of staff of OB West, recalled later. 


. Table 8 
ORDER OF BATTLE, OB WEST, July 1944 


OB West: Field Marshal Guenther von Kluge 

Army Group B: Field Marshal Erwin Rommel* 
15th Army: Col. Gen. Hans von Salmuth 
7th Army: SS Col. Gen. Paul Hausser** 
Panzer Group West: Gen. Leo Geyr von 

Schweppenburg*** 

Army Group G: Col. Gen. Johannes Blaskowitz 
19th Army: Gen. Friedrich Weise 
1st Army: Gen. Kurt von der Chevallerie 

1st Parachute Army: Luftwaffe Col. Gen. Kurt Student 


*Wounded July 17; replaced by Kluge 

**Col. Gen. Dollmann died of a heart attack on June 29 

***Replaced by Gen. Hans Eberbach, July 2. Panzer Group West redesignated 
5th Panzer Army on August 6. 
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"At the start he was very cheerful and confident—like all newly 
appointed commanders . . . [he] clearly thought at first that the 
dangers of the situation had been exaggerated, [but] his view soon 
changed. ... Within a few days he became very sober and quiet. 
Hitler did not like the changing tone of his reports.’ 

Kluge did not interfere a great deal with Rommel's conduct of 
operations from early July until the Desert Fox was critically 
wounded on July 17. Then Kluge assumed command of Army 
Group B, in addition to OB West. His last battle can properly be 
said to have begun on this date. His Order of Battle in July 1944 
is shown in Table 8. Map 19 shows the battle lines on July 24, as 
well as the ground lost since the first of the month, when Kluge 
assumed command of OB West. 

On July 20, 1944, Kluge drove to Panzer Group West's HQ at 
Mittois (thirteen miles northeast of Falaise), to confer with General 
Heinrich Eberbach and SS Colonel General Hausser, the com- 
mander of 7th Army. He did not return to Army Group B Head- 
quarters at la Roche Guyon until 6:15 P.M, where he found two 
messages. One from Witzleben, dated 5 P.M, said Hitler was dead; 
the second (later) message was a broadcast that claimed that the 
Fuehrer was alive and would speak to the nation that evening.?* 
Clearly the long-awaited coup was underway, but the outcome 
was in doubt. Kluge sat firmly on the fence, waiting to see who 
would win before he committed himself. Later that evening he 
telephoned Keitel, who assured him that the Fuehrer was in per- 
fect health. A few minutes later General Karl Heinrich von Stuelp- 
nagel, the Military Governor of France, appeared, along with his 
chief of staff, Luftwaffe Lieutenant Colonel Caesar von Hofacker. 
They tried to induce Kluge to act, but the field marshal denied 
all knowledge of the conspiracy and told them it had failed: Hitler 
was alive. He then calmly invited them to dinner. During the meal, 
only Kluge spoke.” "They ate in silence by candlelight, as if they 
sat in a house just visited by death," Lieutenant General Hans 
Speidel, the chief of staff of Army Group B and a member of the 
conspiracy, later recalled. "Those who survived never forgot the 
ghostly atmosphere.'?6 

Kluge was completely composed until after the meal, when 
Stuelpnagel informed him that he had already ordered all SS and 
Gestapo men in Paris arrested. Kluge was shocked —how was he 


Guenther von Kluge 303 


MAP 19 


NORMANDY 
July 24, 1944 
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THE NORMANDY FRONT, JULY 1944. Following the successful 
Allied landings on D-Day, June 6, Army Group B had contained 
their bridgehead in Normandy for more than six weeks. The op- 
posing dispositions are shown as of July 24. The next day the Allies 
attacked the Panzer Lehr Division on the right flank of LXXXIV 
Corps (just west of St. Ló) with some three thousand aircraft, 
including hundreds of heavy bombers. Field Marshal Kluge reacted 
slowly and allowed the Americans to exploit their breakthrough 
and end the stalemate in Normandy. Paris fell a month later. 
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going to cover this up? Hofacker then interrupted to remind Kluge 
of his agreement to join the conspiracy, a promise he had made 
in Russia the year before. Yes, admitted the flabbergasted marshal, 
but that was conditional on Hitler being dead. 

“Herr Field Marshal," Hofacker said, “the fate of millions of 
Germans and the honor of the Army lies in your hands!" 

"No!" cried Kluge. He then relieved Stuelpnagel of his command 
and ordered him to release the SS and Gestapo men in his cus- 
tody.7 Privately Kluge advised the former military governor to 
go into hiding. Stuelpnagel was temporarily replaced by General 
Blumentritt. 

Not long after Stuelpnagel and Hofacker departed, Kluge sent 
a message to Hitler, calling the conspirators of July 20 "ruthless 
murderers” and assuring the Fuehrer of his own “unchangeable 
loyalty.” 

It was too late now for Kluge to cover up his halfhearted support 
of the conspiracy, however. When Hofacker was arrested, he 
implicated both Kluge and Rommel. From that point on, Kluge 
walked a tightrope. He did not fail to notice that the Fuehrer’s 
dispatches to him were becoming more and more insulting. There 
was more at stake now than just winning or losing a battle: his 
very life was in the balance. He dared not fail or disappoint the 
Fuehrer again! This attitude characterized every move he made 
during the decisive battles of July and August 1944, when disaster 
finally overtook the German armies on the Western Front. 


SHORTLY BEFORE HE was wounded, Erwin Rommel, perhaps fearing 
an offensive by the Americans on his left (western) flank, had 
ordered the 2nd and 116th Panzer divisions into reserve, south 
and west of St. Ló. Kluge, however, committed these units against 
a British-Canadian attack in the Caen sector, in the zone of Panzer 
Group West. Little did he dream that this was not the main offen- 
sive; it was to come west of St. Lö, in the 7th Army’s sector. 

On July 24, there were seven panzer divisions and four heavy 
tank battalions facing the British 2nd Army in the Caen area, but 
only two depleted panzer divisions in the St. L6 area, facing Gen- 
eral Omar Bradley’s U.S. 1st Army. Seventh Army had twenty- 
three infantry battalions in seven divisions on line, but only three 
in reserve (under HQ, 275th Infantry Division). In the past twelve 
days, Seventh Army had inflicted ten thousand casualties on the 
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Americans in what General Dietrich von Choltitz, the commander 
of LXXXIV Corps, called a "tremendous bloodbath." Seventh 
Army's own losses were also high, and its men were nearing 
exhaustion. The panzer divisions of 7th Army —2nd SS and Panzer 
Lehr—had only 109 tanks remaining, and the infantry divisions 
were all at battle group strength. They were facing fifteen Ameri- 
can divisions, with four divisions of General George S. Patton's 
newly activated 3rd U.S. Army in reserve.?? 

The weather was so poor on July 24 that some Allied heavy 
bombers actually dropped their loads on their own side of the line. 
General Hausser was convinced that something was afoot and 
wanted to withdraw, but Kluge did not dare ask Hitler's permis- 
sion for such a move. Besides, he was still convinced that the next 
major attack would come in the Caen sector—so much so that he 
committed 2nd Panzer Division to this sector the same day.°° 
Hausser would have to fend for himself. 

The next day, July 25, beginning at 9:40 AM, Lieutenant General 
Fritz Bayerlein's Panzer Lehr Division west of St. L6 was attacked 
by wave after wave of bombers. Almost three thousand aircraft, 
virtually the entire U.S. 8th and 9th Air Forces, pounded the 
- division into near oblivion in repeated relays of carpet bombing. 
In all, more than 3,300 tons of bombs were dropped on a single 
German division?! The command post of the 902nd Panzer Gren- 
adier Regiment took a direct hit, and everyone in it was killed. 
Tanks were hurled through the air like toys; every panzer in the 
division's forward area was destroyed. Over 70 percent of the elite 
Panzer Lehr Division were casualties. The landscape resembled 
the face of the moon. When the U.S. VII Corps began its advance 
later that day, many of its units were delayed longer by the 
hundreds of bomb craters than by the few survivors who still put 
up sporadic resistance. 

Kluge was slow to react. He promised to send Bayerlein an SS 
panzer battalion of sixty tanks, but when it arrived that night it 
had only five. Bayerlein had managed to scrape together fourteen 
more. The next day, July 26, the Americans committed their armor. 
Nineteen worn panzers and a few hundred dazed grenadiers faced 
five American divisions, two of which were armored. The Ameri- 
cans gained only three miles that day, but Panzer Lehr was virtu- 
ally wiped out. 

All Kluge sent Bayerlein on July 26 was a message ordering him 
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to hold his positions. Bayerlein, the former chief of staff of the 
Afrika Korps, looked at Kluge's messenger and replied bitterly: 
“Out in the front every one is holding out, Herr Oberstleutnant. 
Every one. My grenadiers and my engineers and my tank crews— 
they're all holding their ground. Not a single man is leaving his 
post. Not one! They're lying in their foxholes mute and silent, for 
they are dead. Dead! Do you understand? You may report to the 
Field Marshal that the Panzer Lehr Division is annihilated."*?? 

Hausser, who realized the danger, threw in his last reserves: 
Battle Group Heinz, which included the three remaining battal- 
ions of the 275th Infantry. By nightfall it, too, was wiped out.?? 

The following day, July 27, the U.S. VII Corps (1st, 4th, and 30th 
Infantry and 2nd and 3rd Armored divisions) began to gain ground 
rapidly. Kluge finally ordered the 2nd and 116th Panzer divisions 
to march quickly toward the threatened sector and counterattack, 
but before they could arrive LXXXIV Corps had been overrun.*4 
The front had burst. 

General Patton's U.S. 3rd Army took charge of the pursuit the 
next day. He ordered VII Corps to expand the gap in the German 
line and sent the VIII Corps straight through it, for the coast. Its 
spearhead, the U.S. 4th Armored Division, advanced twenty-five 
miles in thirty-six hours and seized Avranches on the coast on 
the evening of July 30. By the following day it was fanning out 
into the deep rear of 7th Army. Some units even crossed into 
Brittany, which had been almost stripped of defenders during the 
Normandy fighting. The 2nd and 116th Panzers struck the U.S. 
VII Corps and prevented it from advancing further east (thus 
saving the right wing of 7th Army), but could not prevent the 
disaster on the left. General Patton, interpreting his orders rather 
liberally, pushed seven divisions down a single road in a seventy- 
two-hour period. They headed north into Brittany, south into the 
interior of France, and east—into the rear of Army Group B. An 
envelopment was taking shape.? 

Meanwhile, Field Marshal Kluge behaved characteristically: he 
found a scapegoat. General Dietrich von Choltitz, whose LXXXIV 
Corps had been cut off by the rapid American advance, broke out 
with some of his troops—elements of the 2nd SS Panzer and 17th 
SS Panzer Grenadier divisions and the 6th Parachute Regiment. 
A few others managed to trickle out, in small groups or even indi- 
vidually, but the bulk of the 243rd and 353rd Infantry and 91st 
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Air Landing divisions were destroyed. Kluge quite unjustly 
blamed Choltitz for the disaster and relieved him of his command. 
He was replaced by Lieutenant General Otto Elfeldt.% 

While Patton overran Brittany, Bradley took Mortain and estab- 
lished a firm blocking position. Bradley had by now taken com- 
mand of the U.S. 12th Army Group and handed 1st Army over 
to Lieutenant General Courtney Hodges. He ordered Patton to 
attack eastward with his main strength, into the deep rear of Army 
Group B. 

Hitler thought he saw an opportunity in all of this. All Kluge 
had to do was smash the U.S. 1st Army at Mortain and seize 
Avranches. Then Patton would be cut off and the front restored. 
Blissfully ignoring Patton's drive to the east and Montgomery's 
heavy attacks from the north, as well as the overwhelming Allied 
air supremacy, on August 4 he instructed Kluge to launch the 
attack with eight panzer divisions.” 

Kluge recognized this order for the terrible piece of folly that 
it was, but he dared not protest. Five of the panzer divisions he 
had been ordered to assemble were already decisively engaged 
to the north, against Montgomery's 21st Army Group (2nd British 
" and 1st Canadian armies). Only one, the 1st SS Panzer, could be 
disengaged. Since he dared not wait, with the encirclement 
already taking shape, he asked for and received permission to 
attack on the night of August 6/728 Significantly, Hitler had 
already sent Jodl's deputy, General Walter Warlimont, to "sit in" 
at Kluge's HQ, and General Walter Buhle, a man Hitler trusted, 
was en route to "observe" the attack.” Map 20 shows Kluge's 
situation on August 6, 1944. 

Kluge was "almost in despair" that night, when General Baron 
Hans von Funck (CG, XLVII Panzer Corps) attacked with the 116th 
Panzer, 2nd Panzer, 2nd SS Panzer, and 1st SS Panzer divisions. 
Funck's order of battle sounds impressive, but these units had 
been in constant combat for weeks. In addition, the 84th Infantry 
Division did not arrive in time to relieve the 116th Panzer at the 
front as planned, so the latter unit hardly moved at all. According 
to Colonel von Kluge, the marshal's son and an observer of the 
attack, Funck moved out with only eighty tanks. He was fortunate 
enough to hit a weak spot in the American line and actually retook 
Mortain, but was then plastered by U.S. fighter bombers. By 1 P.M. 
on August 7, Funck had lost fifty tanks and was being counter- 
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THE NORMANDY SITUATION 
August 6, 1944 
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THE NORMANDY SITUATION, AUGUST 6, 1944. With the U.S. 3rd 
Army under General Patton driving into the interior of France and 
the rear of Army Group B, Hitler ordered Field Marshal Guenther 
von Kluge to restore the situation by counterattacking and retak- 
ing Avranches, thus cutting off the American breakthrough forces. 
The counterattack of the XLVII Panzer Corps retook Mortain but 
was halted soon after. Hitler blamed Kluge for this failure and 
relieved him of command eleven days later. 
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attacked by four infantry divisions and an armored division of the 
U.S. VII Corps.“ He was stopped cold. Hitler's verdict was summed 
up in one acid comment: "The attack failed because Kluge wanted 
it to fail." He ordered a second attack for August 11 or 12. It was 
to be launched by Eberbach under a temporary HQ (Panzer Group 
Eberbach, formerly HQ, XLVII Panzer Corps). Sepp Dietrich was 
to temporarily take charge of 5th Panzer Army. This time all the 
units were to assemble, the Fuehrer decreed, and launch a delib- 
erate attack. They were not to charge until they were ready. 

Events rapidly overtook both the Fuehrer's strategy and Kluge. 
The U.S. XV Corps of Patton's army drove seventy-five miles in 
three days and seized Le Mans on August 6. It was being delayed 
only by Major General Erwin Jolasse's 9th Panzer Division, which 
had been en route from the south of France to join Army Group 
B but, fortunately for the Germans, had been sucked into the battle 
on the southern flank, against four strong divisions of Patton's 
army. Without this piece of luck, Patton would not have been 
delayed at all. Jolasse could not, however, prevent the Americans 
from taking Alencon on August 12. They were now only twenty 
miles from Montgomery's spearheads. Eberbach had to commit 
` his attack forces at Argentan, north of Alencon, to prevent a link- 
up. All thought of another counterattack was abandoned —except, 
of course, in Berlin.? 

Fifth Panzer and 7th Armies, as well as Panzer Group Eberbach, 
were now in imminent danger of being encircled, and the only 
remaining escape route was the bottleneck between Falaise and 
Argentan. It was high time to get out, but Kluge again did not dare 
ask permission to do so. He merely requested to be allowed to 
concentrate all of his armor near Argentan, to hold open the base 
of the salient, but Hitler refused even this. He still insisted on the 
Avranches attack. By nightfall on August 14 less than eighteen 
miles separated the British and American spearheads (Map 21). 

The next day, Kluge left his HQ to confer with Hausser and 
Eberbach in the Falaise pocket—and disappeared for twelve hours. 
He arrived at Eberbach's headquarters that night "in a very shaken 
condition," saying that he had been attacked by fighter-bombers, 
his radio truck had been destroyed, and he had spent most of the 
day in a ditch. Hitler, however, strongly suspected that he had 
been trying to make contact with the enemy to arrange a capitula- 
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THE FALAISE POCKET 
August 1944 
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THE BATTLE OF THE FALAISE POCKET, AUGUST 1944. Trapped 
between the 21st Army Group (Montgomery) and the 12th Army 
Group (Bradley), Army Group B was crushed. Field Marshal Model 
assumed command of Army Group B as the battle neared its 
climax and managed to get Hitlers permission to evacuate the 
pocket in time to save half of the soldiers, but so much equipment 
was lost that all hope of holding Paris and most of France was 
abandoned. 
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tion. He sent for Kesselring and Model in order to chose a per- 
manent successor for Kluge.* 

Ignorant of all of this, Kluge (under pressure from Hausser, 
Eberbach, and Dietrich) finally worked up enough nerve to ask 
permission to abandon the pocket before the pincers closed on 
his twenty-three divisions.*€ He even sent some units out of the 
pocket on his own initiative. OKW neither confirmed nor denied 
the request, but ordered Kluge out of the pocket. He was to direct 
the rest of the battle, they said, from the headquarters of the 5th 
Panzer Army, now located east of the threatened area. General 
Hausser took charge of all of the forces inside the pocket. Then, 
on the evening of August 17, Field Marshal Model appeared with 
a letter relieving Kluge of his command. 

The rest of the Battle of the Falaise Pocket was directed by 
Walter Model. A confirmed Nazi whom Hitler trusted, he was 
hampered by none of the restrictions imposed on Kluge. Model 
evacuated units as rapidly as he could until the pocket was closed 
on August 19; then he ordered Hausser to break out immediately, 
with everything he could, before the encirclement could solidify. 
He also ordered Dietrich to attack toward Falaise with the II SS 
. Panzer Corps, to help rescue survivors. 

Of the 100,000 men breaking out, about 10,000 were killed and 
40,000 captured. Half of them escaped. Hausser was seriously 
wounded in the attempt, as was General Eugen Meindl, the tough 
commander of the II Parachute Corps. The LXXXIV Corps was 
destroyed and General Elfeldt was captured. The Germans also 
lost 344 tanks, self-propelled guns, and armored vehicles; 2,447 
motorized vehicles; 252 towed guns; and thousands of horse- 
drawn vehicles and horses. Approximately 50,000 veterans of the 
Western Front escaped to fight another day," but it would not 
be in France—after Falaise, she was lost to the Third Reich. Guen- 
ther von Kluge knew none of this, however: he was already dead. 


KLUGE BEGAN HIS journey back to Germany on August 19 under no 
illusions as to what his fate would be. He ordered his driver to 
halt at Metz, the scene of some of his World War I battles. Here 
he spread out a blanket and quietly took a cyanide capsule. He 
left behind a farewell letter. It read: 
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My Fuehrer: 

When you receive these lines I shall be no more....I do not know 
if Field Marshal Model, who has proved himself in all respects, will 
be capable of mastering the situation. I hope so with all my heart. 
If that is not to be the case and if the new weapons—especially air 
weapons, which you are so eagerly awaiting, are not to bring you 
success, then, my Fuehrer, make up your mind to finish the war. 
The German people have endured such unspeakable sufferings that 
the time has come to put an end to their terrors. There must be ways 
to arrive at this conclusion and, above all, to prevent the Reich from 
being condemned to the hell of Bolshevism. . . . I have always 
admired your greatness and your iron will to maintain yourself and 
National Socialism. If your destiny overcomes your will and your 
genius, it will be because Providence has willed it so. You have 
fought a good and honorable fight. History will bear witness to this. 
If it ever becomes necessary, show yourself great enough to put an 
end to a struggle which has become hopeless. 

I depart from you, my Fuehrer, as one who stood nearer to you 
than you perhaps realized, in the consciousness that I did my duty 
to the utmost. 


Hitler read the letter without comment. He ordered that Kluge 
be buried quietly, with military pallbearers but without military 
honors. He was officially pronounced dead of a cerebral hem- 
orrhage.4 
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WALTER MODEL 


A WHOLE BOOK should be written about his campaigns. He was the 
most effective of the Nazi generals—the one Hitler sent to the most 
critical spots in his crumbling empire time and again. The other 
. field marshals are associated with particular places: Rundstedt is 
associated with the Western Front, Bock with Moscow, Paulus 
with Stalingrad, Weichs with the Balkans, Rommel with North 
Africa, Manstein with southern Russia, and so on. Model is asso- 
ciated with the second half of the war. He received only the most 
dangerous assignments. 


WALTER MODEL WAS born in Genthin, near Magdeburg, on January 24, 
1891, the son of a music teacher. He grew up in poverty. He was 
a Prussian, author John Eisenhower wrote, and he certainly looked 
the part: tough, shorter than average but somewhat thickset, close- 
cropped "whitewall" haircut, and, of course, the indispensable 
monocle, which he wore constantly.! To be frank, he was ugly. He 
joined the Imperial Army on February 27, 1909, as a Fahnenjunker 
in the 52nd Infantry Regiment, and was commissioned second 
lieutenant on August 22, 1910.2 He served in the infantry on the 
Western Front for much of the war. Model was wounded several 
times and was awarded the Iron Cross, Ist Class, for bravery.? Late 
in the war he was appointed to the Greater General Staff in Berlin 


313 


314 Hitler's Field Marshals and Their Battles 


without having attended the War Academy —an unusual distinc- 
tion. Although certainly no aristocrat, Model was chosen for the 
Reichswehr in 1919, and was assigned to the 2nd Infantry Regi- 
ment at Allenstein, East Prussia.^ He first made a name for himself 
when, as a young officer, he wrote a book about Field Marshal 
August Neithardt Gneisenau (1760-1831).5 Model was promoted 
slowly in the Reichsheer, attaining the rank of lieutenant colonel 
on November 1, 1932, only two months before Hitler came to 
power. He was promoted to colonel on October 1, 1934.5 

Between the wars, Model established a reputation for himself 
as an expert on technical matters and visited the Soviet Union to 
study the technical aspects of rearmament.” Model served as Chief 
of the Training Department of the Defense Ministry before becom- 
ing Chief of the Technical Department of the Army in 1935. He 
was a loyal Nazi, and later a fanatical one. He met and impressed 
Dr. Goebbels, who introduced him to Hitler, who was also im- 
pressed. In 1938 he was promoted to major general and earmarked 
to be the chief of staff of an army for the invasion of Czecho- 
slovakia, but this campaign proved unnecessary after Munich. He 
was chief of staff of General Victor von Schwelder's IV Corps in 
the Polish campaign and chief of staff of Ernst Busch's 16th Army 
in France in 1940. Promoted to lieutenant general in November 
1940, he led the 3rd Panzer Division into Russia on June 22, 1941,8 
as part of Guderian's 2nd Panzer Group. 

From the moment he assumed command, Walter Model showed 
great physical courage, singlemindedness of purpose, and an 
excellent grasp of tactical situations, but above all he was marked 
by incredible energy. Always at or near the front, he inspired his 
troops, who loved him. He led the 3rd Panzer across the Bug, then 
the Berezina and the Dnieper, captured Bobruysk, and took part 
in the battles of encirclement at Bialystok, Minsk, and Smolensk. 
It was Model who spearheaded Guderian's panzer group at Kiev 
in September 1941. When he linked up with the 9th Panzer Divi- 
sion of Kleist's 1st Panzer Group at Sencha on September 15, he 
had completed the largest encirclement of the Second World War. 
Obviously capable of greater things, he was given command of 
the XLI Panzer Corps of the 3rd Panzer Group on the upper Volga 
in October 1941 and took part in the final drive on Moscow; 
during which he was promoted to general of panzer troops. 
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On January 12, 1942, 9th Army on the northern wing of Army 
Group Center was threatened with encirclement. Its commander, 
Colonel General Adolf Strauss, was relieved of his command for 
reasons of health. To everyone's surprise he was replaced by 
Walter Model, a divisional commander only three months before, 
and a rather junior one at that.!° 

“It was a strange thing," Paul Carell wrote later, “but the 
moment Model assumed command of the Army the regiments 
seemed to gain strength. It was not only the crisp precision of the 
new C-in-C's orders—but he also turned up everywhere in person. 
... He would suddenly jump out of his command jeep outside a 
battalion headquarters, or appear on horseback through the deep 
snow in the foremost line, encouraging, commending, criticizing 
and occasionally even charging against the enemy penetrations at 
the head of a battalion, pistol in hand. The live-wire general was 
everywhere. And even where he was not his presence was felt.’ 

From the standpoint of morale, General Model was to the Ger- 
man Army what General Patton was to the American Army later 
on. When he took over, 9th Army seemed to be doomed to con- 
ducting a hopeless defense around Rzhev. The XXIII Corps was cut 
_ off southeast of Lake Volga, west of Rzhev. Model rescued it in 
a counterattack on January 22 and simultaneously cut off and then 
surrounded the Soviet 39th Army, which had broken through to 
the south. The Russians tried desperately to free the encircled 
force. Model's understrength and badly supplied units were under 
continuous attack from the 22nd, 29th, 31st, 30th armies and the 
1st Strike Army. They came at him with little tactical skill, but rather 
in large frontal assaults, unit after unit, wave after wave—human 
waves—in temperatures of minus 73 Fahrenheit. Meanwhile, the 
39th Army tried to break out with fanatical counterattacks. 

During this battle, Model had his first run-in with Hitler—and 
won. On January 20, 1942, he flew to see the dictator at Fuehrer 
Headquarters. Model wanted a corps to be sent up immediately 
to support his battered army. Hitler agreed but wanted the unit 
sent into action in the vicinity of Gzhatsk, northeast of Vyazma. 
Model wanted it committed near Rzhev, nearly one hundred miles 
to the north. According to General Friedrich Wilhelm von Mellen- 
thin, an "acrimonious argument" developed. Finally Model stared 
coldly at Hitler through his monocle and asked: "Who commands 
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the 9th Army, my Fuehrer—you or I?" Without waiting for an 
answer, Model informed the startled Hitler that he knew the 
situation at the front better than Hitler, who had only maps. The 
surprised Fuehrer let Model have his way. The Russians attacked 
just where Model predicted they would and were defeated.” 

In this attack, as in so many others, the Russians attacked with 
great fierceness. Model met the Russians with the same fanatical 
determination—perhaps with even more—and with incredible 
energy. Two ruthless ideologies clashed in the dirty snow outside 
Rzhev. At the critical point Model stationed the SS Regiment "Der 
Fuehrer" of the 2nd SS Motorized Division "Das Reich" and 
ordered it to hold at all costs. It did. By the time the battle was 
over, only thirty-five of the fanatical SS men were left alive. 

Fanatical. It is not good for an author to overuse such a word, 
but fanatical is the only one that can be used to describe the Battle 
of Rzhev, where the fate of Army Group Center was decided in 
the brutal winter war of 1941/42. This adjective was justified over 
and over again as the wild-eyed SS men and the equally deter- 
mined Wehrmacht troops cut down wave after wave of Soviet 
troops in the waist-deep snow outside Rzhev. The battle did not 
end until February 24, 1942. Of the 32,000 men in the Soviet 39th 
Army, only five thousand surrendered. The rest were killed in the 
desperate fighting outside Rzhev. Six Soviet divisions were wiped 
out, another four virtually so, and dozens more were badly shot 
up.? The Soviet effort to cut the Moscow Highway had failed. 
Stalin's winter offensive had met a decisive and totally unexpected 
defeat at Rzhev. Walter Model had saved Army Group Center— 
of this there was no doubt in anybody's mind. For his amazing 
victory, Model was promoted to colonel general, his fourth promo- 
tion in three years. Hitler personally decorated him with the 
Knights’ Cross with Oak Leaves.!4 

Stalin was still determined to destroy 9th Army, which occupied 
a salient only 112 miles from Moscow. He launched offensives in 
March, April, and late July through mid-October 1942. Model 
stopped them all. After the fall of Stalingrad, however, it no longer 
made sense to hold Rzhev, because it was clear that it would not 
be used as a springboard for an offensive against Moscow. From 
March 1-21, 1943, in the face of ten Soviet armies, Model pulled 
twenty-one divisions back one hundred miles, reducing his front- 
age from 330 to only 125 miles, freeing an entire army for Hitler's 
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next major operation in the East. Contrary to what the Soviet 
official history says, it was one of the best planned and executed 
retrograde operations of the war.!5 Model suffered few casualties. 
The Soviets could not say the same. All their efforts to overwhelm 
9th Army while it was on the move met with bloody defeats. 


FOLLOWING THE RZHEV withdrawal, HQ, 9th Army was transferred 
from the northern to the southern wing of Army Group Center 
and placed in charge of the northern wing of Operation Citadel, 
Hitler's last major offensive in the east. Its objective was to pinch 
off and destroy the huge Soviet bulge at Kursk. It was originally 
scheduled to begin on May 3.!6 

Kursk was largely Model's battle, and he must be given the lion's 
share of the responsibility for losing it. He wanted to delay the start 
of the operation until absolutely everything was ready and the 
promised new-model tanks—Ferdinands— were delivered to him. 
He persuaded Hitler to delay the starting date until May 5, then 
to May 15, then to mid-June, then to July 3, and finally to July 5.7 
Manstein and Zeitzler, who favored Citadel when the attack was 
scheduled for early May, wanted to forget the whole thing by then, 
but Hitler would not hear of that. Guderian opposed the operation 
from its inception, and Kluge, as usual, was on both sides. 

Model did improve his tank strength considerably during this 
period, but any gains were more than counterbalanced by the 
Russian preparations. By the time Model was ready, the Soviets 
had constructed three main lines of defense, each two to three 
miles in depth. They had three full fronts (army groups) in the 
salient, with 11th, 4th Tank, and 3rd Guards Tank armies in 
reserve:!? 

Kursk was the largest tank battle in history. Model struck in a 
wedge formation, with five panzer divisions under XLVII Panzer 
Corps (led by General Erhard Raus) at the apex. In all he had eight 
panzer divisions with more than one hundred tanks each, plus 
nine infantry divisions and several independent formations. 
Counting assault guns, he had some three thousand armored 
vehicles.!? Manstein, directing the southern flank, had about fif- 
teen hundred more. 

Model’s half of the offensive started badly and then deterio- 
rated. The Soviets were warned of zero hour by a deserter, and 
twenty minutes before jump-off time Model’s units were hit in 
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their assembly areas by a massive Soviet artillery bombardment. 
Then the Ferdinands proved to be a terrible disappointment. Not 
only were they mechanically unreliable, but they had no machine 
guns, so they could not deal with Soviet infantrymen. Raus could 
gain only six miles on the first day of the offensive, and his sup- 
porting corps, stalled in Soviet minefields, gained even less. By 
the end of the second day of the offensive, 9th Army had only 
gained nine to ten miles along a seven-mile front. Then on July 
7, only the third day of the attack, XLVII Panzer Corps was halted 
at Olkhovatka, less than twelve miles from its starting line. Here 
the entire 9th Army was halted.” It had lost 20,000 men and had 
gained very little. By being stopped here, it also allowed the 
Soviets to concentrate against the southern pincer. 

Model planned to resume the offensive on July 12, but Zhukov, 
the Soviet theater commander, preceded him by launching a mas- 
sive attack against 2nd Panzer Army on Model's north the day 
before. His objective was clearly to surround both 2nd Panzer and 
9th armies. The Soviets broke through near Orel, and Kluge hur- 
riedly gave Model command of both armies and ordered him to 
halt the breakout, using the mobile forces then employed in the 
Battle of Kursk. Citadel was lost. 

Hitler's faith in Model seemed little diminished by his failure 
at Kursk. The Fuehrer even allowed him to conduct an "elastic 
defense" in the Orel sector. Although faced by eighty-two Soviet 
infantry divisions, fourteen tank corps, and twelve artillery divi- 
sions, Model's superior rear-guard tactics, aided by heavy cloud- 
bursts, enabled him to contain the Russian breakthrough. He then 
retreated slowly to the Hagen position, which he reached in mid- 
August. As he retreated, Model instituted a "scorched earth" pol- 
icy. He burned Russian crops (which were ready for harvest) and 
herded up 250,000 civilians, with whatever they could carry, and 
forced them to trek westward. He also confiscated their cattle and 
laid waste anything he could not carry with him.?! Model was 
undeniably harsh in his dealings with Russian civilians and also 
cooperated with the SS murder squads and with their Jewish 
"resettlement" programs. 

Model increased his reputation as a defensive fighter in the 
second half of 1943. Hitler sent him on an extended leave in 
November, with the expectation that he would return refreshed 
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to assume command of Army Group South, for Hitler planned to 
have him replace Manstein. However, Model was back with 9th 
Army in late November, after the Soviets forced a fifty-mile gap 
between 9th and 2nd armies. Model and Weiss (CG, 2nd Army) 
planned to close the gap via a joint counteroffensive but were 
unable to do so because of the speed of the Russian advance. 
Model directed 9th Army's retreat behind the Dnieper and suc- 
cessfully launched his counterattack in the December 21-26 
period. The gap, which had existed for three months, was closed 
at year's end.?? 


HITLER WAS USING Model as a troubleshooter again on January 31, 
1944, when he named him Commander-in-Chief, Army Group 
North, replacing Field Marshal Georg von Kuechler. As we have 
seen (chapter 13), Army Group North (16th and 18th armies) was 
badly beaten when the Russians broke the Siege of Leningrad 
earlier that month. Colonel General Lindemann's 18th Army was 
down to 17,000 infantrymen, and only its 12th Panzer and 58th 
Infantry divisions were intact. Model's first step was to introduce 
his "Schild und Schwert" (Sword and Shield) policy, which stated 
. that retreats were tolerable, but only if they paved the way for 
a counterstroke later. This was a brilliant piece of psychology, 
because it made withdrawal palatable to Adolf Hitler. Staffs were 
frequently amazed by this development. Hitler would sack.a 
commander for suggesting a retreat; then Model would appear, 
and the Fuehrer would approve anything he suggested. A week 
after the pro-Nazi Model arrived at Army Group North, the 
Fuehrer even went so far as to send him a communication instruct- 
ing the colonel general to request permission to withdraw to the 
Panther Line as soon as he felt it was necessary.” 

Model tried desperately to hold the Russians on the Luga River, 
east of the Panther Line. He collected stragglers and sent them 
back to the line, cancelled leaves, sent walking wounded to their 
units, and sent 5 percent of the rear echelon troops to the front. 
He restored the morale of the frontline units by seeming to be 
everywhere at once. Without hesitation he demanded more divi- 
sions from Hitler, more experienced SS replacements from 
Himmler, more naval coastal batteries from Admiral Doenitz, and 
more Luftwaffe troops from Goering, all to deal with the partisan 
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menace. On February 17 he began his retreat to the Panther Line, 
which he occupied on schedule on March 1, 1944, the same day 
Hitler promoted him to field marshal. The Russians, in rapid pur- 
suit, struck the Panther Line that day with the Leningrad, Volk- 
hov, and 2nd Baltic fronts. The battle lasted ten days before the 
spring thaw set in, but all of the Russians efforts were in vain.” 
Temporarily at least, Walter Model had stabilized the northern 
sector of the Eastern Front. 

Besides being energetic, innovative, and courageous, Model 
tended to oversupervise and often meddled in the internal affairs 
of subordinate units—affairs that were really none of his business. 
He was friendly and popular with his enlisted men but was some- 
times too harsh with his officers. He could be quite selfish and 
was not above pirating units from other commanders. On March 
28, 1944, for example, Model had just written a situation report 
that stated that Army Group North might be able to spare two 
divisions for Army Group South, which was under heavy attack. 
Then General Schmundt, Chief of the Army's Personnel Office, 
called to tell Model that he would replace Manstein as C-in-C of 
Army Group South in a few days. Model quickly rewrote his 
estimate, saying Army Group North could give up five divisions 
and a corps headquarters immediately, and also the 12th Panzer 
Division as soon as two assault gun brigades and a panzer bat- 
talion arrived from Germany to replace it. The next day he raised 
the total to six divisions and ordered Lieutenant General Eberhard 
Kinzel to begin the transfer immediately. Only the intervention 
of General Zeitzler, chief of the Army General Staff, prevented the 
rape of Army Group North.” 


MODEL WAS INSTALLED as C-in-C, Army Group South, on March 30, 
less than a week before it was redesignated Army Group North 
Ukraine. The crisis here was just about over, however, for Hube's 
1st Panzer Army had just escaped a Soviet encirclement in Galicia. 
Model did send the 9th SS Panzer Division to rescue the four 
thousand-man garrison surrounded at Tarnopol and even went 
so far as to take the tanks from the SS unit and place them under 
an Army officer when their progress did not please him. Tarnopol 
could not be saved, however, and only fifty-three men managed 
to break out on the night of April 15/16 and reach German lines. 
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THE SOVIET SUMMER Offensive struck Army Group Center on June 22. 
One week later, twenty-eight of its thirty-seven divisions had 
been destroyed or surrounded. Hitler sacked Busch that day and 
sent Model in to minimize the extent of the disaster. Model 
retained control of Army Group North Ukraine as well (under his 
deputy, Colonel General Josef Harpe), so he came as close as 
anyone ever would to realizing Manstein's dream of a Com- 
mander-in-Chief of the Eastern Front. He had forty-three divisions 
(five of them panzer and one panzer grenadier) in his two army 
groups on July 13.7 

With Army Group Center in remnants, Model's strategy was 
simple: give ground rapidly and save what was left, until the 
Soviets outran their supply lines and he could be reinforced with 
divisions then forming in Germany. Pinsk fell on July 14, Lublin 
on July 23, Bialystok and Lvov on July 27, and Brest-Litovsk the 
next day. On July 31 the Russians reached Praga, across the Vistula 
from Warsaw. On August 1 the Soviets reached Kalvariya, only 
fifteen miles from the East Prussian border. 

However, the Russians were now exhausted, were out of gas, 
and had outrun their supplies and air support. Meanwhile, Model 
. had been reinforced with the Hermann Goering Panzer, the 3rd SS 
Panzer, the 5th SS Panzer, and Grossdeutschland Panzer divisions, 
as well as several infantry units. Model counterattacked, retook 
Praga, smashed the Soviet 2nd Tank Army, and pushed the Rus- 
sians back thirty miles. With only about forty-five depleted divi- 
sions, he had halted 143 Soviet infantry divisions, twelve cavalry 
divisions, and more than two thousand tanks—one-third of Stal- 
in's total strength—along a four-hundred-mile front. The situation 
in the East was temporarily stabilized again, but since June 22 the 
Soviets had gained four hundred miles and were only 350 miles 
from Berlin. The Germans had lost 916,860 men since June 1.28 

After the battle, Hitler was referring to Model as "the savior of 
the Eastern Front.”? Throughout the Army he was now known 
as "the Fuehrer's fireman." He now received his most difficult 
assignment: on August 16, 1944, he was named C-in-C of Army 
Group B and OB West. He was replaced at Army Group Center 
by Colonel General Reinhardt. Table 9 shows his order of battle. 

Model showed up at Kluge's headquarters on August 17, 
relieved him of his command, and immediately ordered the evac- 
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Table 9 
ORDER OF BATTLE, OB WEST, mid-August 1944 


OB West: Field Marshal Walter Model 

Army Group B: Model 
7th Army: Gen. Hans Eberbach 
5th Panzer Army: SS Col. Gen. Sepp Dietrich 
15th Army: Col. Gen. Hans von Salmuth* 

Army Group G: Col. Gen. Johannes Blaskowitz 
1st Army: Gen. Kurt von der Chevallerie 
19th Army: Gen. Georg von Soderstern** 

1st Parachute Army: Luftwaffe Col. Gen. Kurt Student 


*Later Gen. Gustav von Zangen 
**Later Gen. Friedrich Weise 


uation of the Falaise pocket, an order Kluge had been unable to 
get from the Fuehrer. He managed to get half of the 5th Panzer 
and 7th armies out of the pocket before the Allies closed it, but 
he immediately faced three more crises. Patton's U.S. 3rd Army 
south of Paris was sweeping eastward against minimal opposition; 
the U.S. 6th Army Group (Lieutenant General Jacob L. Devers) had 
landed on the French Mediterranean coast, was rapidly destroying 
Kurt von der Chevallerie's 1st Army, and was threatening to cut 
off Soderstern's 19th Army on the south Atlantic coast; and Model 
still had to get his battered forces behind the Seine, in spite of the 
rapid pursuit of the victorious British and Americans. The fact that 
Paris was in revolt did not seem to alarm Model because he knew 
he could not hold it anyway. When the Fuehrer ordered him to 
defend it, Model signaled back that 20,000 troops he had there 
could not keep a lid on a city of 3,500,000.3° Hitler then maliciously 
ordered the city commandant, General Dietrich von Choltitz, to 
destroy the city, but he did not. It fell on August 25, 1944. 
Meanwhile, Model got the remnants of Army Group B behind 
the Seine—barely. "From the point of view of equipment aban- 
doned,” Sepp Dietrich said later, "the Seine crossing was almost 
as great a disaster as the Falaise Pocket.”?! According to General 
Blumentritt, only 100 to 120 of the 2,300 tanks and assault guns 
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committed to the Battle of Normandy ever made it back across 
the Seine. The panzer divisions' strength was now down to an 
average of less than ten tanks per division. The Germans had also 
lost at least 15,000 other vehicles in this battle.32 

The paradox of Hitler's "strategy" in France was now abun- 
dantly clear. He had used up his panzer divisions in the hedge- 
rows of Normandy (ideal infantry terrain), while Rommel cried for 
infantry. Now that the Allies were in good tank country, Model 
had nothing with which to stop them, except infantry, which was 
of marginal value here. The Ruhr was now definitely vulnerable, 
and if this vital industrial district fell, Germany's ability to con- 
tinue the war would be questionable. 

Everywhere resistance was collapsing. By August 26 the British 
were across the Seine in strength, while Patton crossed the Marne 
on August 28, the same day that Marseilles and Toulon fell in 
southern France. On August 30 Nice and Amiens fell, the Somme 
River line was breached before Model could man it, 7th Army 
Headquarters was overrun, and General Eberbach was captured. 
Nice fell on September 1, and Lyons was liberated the next day, 
as the Allies pushed up the Rhone River valley against weak 
` opposition. Brussels fell on September 3, and British tank forces 
took the important harbor of Antwerp on September 4.3 That 
same day Hitler, realizing that Model could not possibly command 
Army Group B and OB West effectively under such circumstances, 
recalled Field Marshal Rundstedt as C-in-C, West. Model retained 
command of Army Group B, with the duty of defending the all- 
important Ruhr against the Allied juggernaut. Then, as if by a 
miracle, the Allies stopped. 

The enemy halt was no miracle: Eisenhower was simply out of 
gas. No one had expected the Germans to collapse as they had, 
so the Allies had not brought enough transport ashore from 
England, and the British and Americans had outrun the ability of 
their rear echelon to supply them. The Allied air forces' destruction 
of the French railroad system had turned out to be a two-edged 
sword. It was a major contributing factor to Rommel's defeat in 
Normandy in June and July, but now that the Allies had it, it was 
useless. Montgomery had a plan to continue the drive to the Ruhr, 
however: an ambitious airborne landing by the 1st Allied Airborne 
Army, in concert with a British land drive to secure a foothold 
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across the Rhine at Arnhem. If successful, it might well continue 
the German rout. 

The plan was this: the U.S. 101st, U.S. 82nd, and British 1st 
Airborne divisions would land near Eindhoven, Nijmegen, and 
Arnhem, respectively, while the British XXX Corps, spearheaded 
by the Guards Armored Division, would break through the center 
of the newly committed German 1st Parachute Army in the center 
of Model's line and advance rapidly to the north, up the single 
road leading to Arnhem, linking up with the paratrooper divisions 
in turn. The key objective was the Rhine River bridge at Arnhem. 
Once the XXX Corps reached this point, Montgomery planned to 
land the British 52nd (Airportable) Infantry Division to reinforce 
the Arnhem bridgehead and continue the drive.?* Much to Pat- 
ton's disgust, Eisenhower approved the plan and gave Montgom- 
ery supply priority. 

The ground phase of Market-Garden, as this operation was 
named, began at 2 P.M. on September 17, with XXX Corps attacking 
Division Walther of Kurt Student's 1st Parachute Army. They 
broke through fairly quickly and headed north, where the para- 
chute drops had begun at 1 P.M. 

Although the element of surprise was definitely on his side, 
Montgomery's daring plan had a number of flaws in it. First, 
intelligence was faulty. A few low-grade battalions had been 
reported in the Arnhem-Nijmegen area, but they missed the entire 
II SS Panzer Corps (9th and 10th SS Panzer divisions), which was 
refitting northeast of Arnhem after being mauled at Falaise. 
Second, the advance focused on a single road. If it could be cut, 
the entire advance would stall. Third, the British 1st Airborne was 
dropped six to eight miles from its objective, the Arnhem bridge. 
Finally, the Dutch resistance had failed to report that Field 
Marshal Model's tactical headquarters was now at Oosterbeck, a 
suburb on the western edge of Arnhem, less than a mile from the 
easternmost drop zone. 

Model was eating lunch when the first wave of paratroops 
floated down from the sky. He hurriedly left for Arnhem to orga- 
nize the local defenses and order up reinforcements. Thanks to 
the on-the-spot intervention of the energetic field marshal, the 
German reaction was much more rapid than could reasonably 
have been expected. The 9th SS Panzer Reconnaissance Battalion 
and the SS Panzer Grenadier Replacement-Training Battalion 
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"Krafft" were already moving into blocking positions before the 
British moved out of their drop zones.°6 

Model entrusted the defense of the bridge to an elderly member 
of his operations staff, Major Ernst Schleifenbaum. The major's 
emergency battle group consisted of World War I veterans from 
twenty-eight different commands, mostly rear-area units, but they 
were all the troops immediately available in Arnhem. He armed 
them with captured rifles and twenty rounds of ammunition each. 
They held the city for a while, but could not prevent the British 
2nd Parachute Battalion from seizing the northern end of the 
bridge late that afternoon. Group Schleifenbaum did, however, 
maintain its hold on the southern end and repulsed several British 
attempts to dislodge them that night.7 By late afternoon the 
British drop zones were already under German mortar fire. By 
evening 9th SS Panzer had completely cut off the six hundred 
paratroopers on the bridge from the rest of the division and had 
a battle group in the city, where they were joined by the 10th SS 
Panzer Reconnaissance Battalion and a heavy mortar battalion 
from the 10th SS Panzer Division.?? 

The British paratroopers were tough and superbly trained but 
‘ lightly equipped. Model and Student knew that the II SS Panzer 
(under SS General Willi Bittrich) would destroy them unless the 
XXX Corps arrived in time. To prevent the Allied rescue, they 
attacked the Arnhem Road with every reserve they could muster. 
Model also committed Division von Tettau—an ad hoc formation 
of six battalions, mostly of marginal value—to the battle on the 
western side of the British drop zones. Model and Student threw 
the 59th Infantry Division and 107th Panzer Brigade into imme- 
diate counterattacks against the XXX Corps and the two U.S. 
airborne divisions. Both cut the road at different points, causing 
more delays on September 18 and 20, and even the Luftwaffe 
contributed with a rare seventy-airplane raid, damaging the Eind- 
hoven bridge and causing a great deal of traffic congestion and 
confusion (the British had little experience against tactical air 
raids). Hitler also gave Model two divisions (the 170th and 180th 
Reserve), and he quickly threw them into action against the Allied 
tank corridor. By September 20, XXX Corps had 20,000 vehicles 
strung out for thirty miles on a single road. Logistical problems 
reached nightmare proportions.” 

The 2nd Parachute Battalion put up a truly heroic resistance, 
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but on September 20 it ran out of antitank ammunition and had 
to surrender its wounded to the Germans, to prevent them from 
being burned to death in the flames that were engulfing that part 
of Arnhem. The 1st, 3rd, and 11th Parachute and 2nd South Staf- 
ford battalions tried to rescue them, but were slaughtered in the 
open terrain by the mobile SS troops. The combined strength of 
these four battalions was reduced to four hundred men before the 
survivors made their way back to the landing zones. In a similar 
attempt, the 10th and 156th Parachute battalions suffered even 
heavier losses.*° 

Shortly after daybreak on September 21, the survivors of the 
2nd Parachute Battalion surrendered. Montgomery's ambitious 
plan had failed. The rest of the battle centered on efforts to get 
the remnants of the British 1st Airborne back across the river. The 
battle ended on the morning of September 27, when the 1st Air- 
borne's perimeter finally collapsed. About the same time, the XXX 
Corps at last overcame the 59th Infantry Division and reached the 
river. 

Of the 10,000 men of the British 1st Airborne, 2,587 were success- 
fully evacuated and 240 more (most of them hidden by the Dutch) 
escaped in the next few days. The rest were lost. The British 2nd 
Army lost another 3,716 men, and the U.S. 82nd and 101st Airborne 
divisions suffered 3,542 casualties. The II SS Panzer lost only 1,100 
killed and 2,200 wounded in heavy fighting.*! The losses of the 
other German units involved are unknown, but the 107th Panzer 
Brigade had to be rebuilt. 

Some popular writers in recent years have played down or 
minimized Model's role in this victory, or ignored it altogether, 
presumably because Model was a Nazi sympathizer. The British 
official history, however, is more objective in this instance and 
gives Model the lion's share of the credit for the victory. Due to 
the speed of his reaction, it points out, only 600 of the 10,000 para- 
troopers dropped at Arnhem ever reached the bridge.? The 1st 
Airborne was disbanded after this battle. 

As a result of the Battle of Arnhem, the last Allied chance for 
victory over Germany in 1944 was eliminated. Hitler would now 
have the time necessary to build up his forces for the Ardennes 
Offensive. Arnhem was also Walter Model's last major victory in 
the field. 
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MODEL OPPOSED HITLER'S plan for the Battle of the Bulge from the 
beginning. The field marshal wanted to use the reserve to anni- 
hilate the American salient at Aachen, but this time the Fuehrer 
could not be swayed. Walter Model then threw all of his consider- 
able energies into trying to make the operation a success, like a 
good subordinate and faithful Nazi. He was now reportedly drink- 
ing heavily at night, but this did not stop him from getting up 
at 5 AM. every day to inspect his troops. He continued to drive 
himself and his men unmercifully.* 

Model attacked at 5:30 A.M. on December 16, 1944, with twenty 
divisions forward and five more in reserve: a total force of 300,000 
men, 1,900 guns, and 970 tanks and assault guns under the 7th, 
5th Panzer, and 6th Panzer armies (General Erich Brandenburger, 
General Hasso von Manteuffel, and SS Colonel General Sepp Die- 
trich, respectively). The U.S. 106th Infantry Division was sur- 
rounded and destroyed, the U.S. 28th Infantry and 7th Armored 
divisions were mauled, and the 101st Airborne Division was sur- 
rounded at Bastogne. The offensive reached its apex on December 
23. Then the Americans reacted. The poor flying weather, consid- 
ered essential for a German victory, lifted on December 22, and 
. many of Model's units were smashed by fighter-bombers. Patton's 
3rd Army shifted direction with incredible quickness, broke 
through the southern edge of the bulge, and relieved Bastogne 
on December 26. The fighting continued to be heavy, but by Janu- 
ary 8, 1945, with Houffalize (the last escape route) already under 
American attack, Hitler authorized Model to abandon the area 
west of that town. Hitler's last major offensive had failed.“ 

Model had inflicted 76,000 casualties on the Americans, but had 
lost about 103,000 men himself, along with 600 tanks and assault 
guns.^ Worse than this, the morale of his men was broken. On 
February 8, when the U.S. 9th Army (Lieutenant General William 
H. Simpson) crossed the Roer, resistance was so light that he 
suffered fewer than one hundred casualties in four divisions.* 

It is perhaps fitting that the Fuehrer's fireman in the end fell 
victim to one of Hitler's "hold at all costs" decrees. He was ordered 
to stand fast in the Ruhr with fifteen divisions. Model still had 
320,000 men (counting 100,000 flak troops), but most of these were 
ill-trained Hitler Youth or old men, recently inducted into the 
Army, who had little stomach for fighting. Model himself was 
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seized by a strange apathy, perhaps because he realized the war 
was lost and he was on the Soviet war criminals' list because he 
had so faithfully carried out Hitler's scorched-earth policy in Rus- 
sia. Possibly Model's attitude was fatalistic because he knew that 
he was just prolonging the agony, at the cost of thousands of lives. 
He had believed Hitler's stories about his “miracle weapons," but 
now he knew that they would not be forthcoming. 

For whatever reasons, he did not conduct the Battle of the Ruhr 
Pocket with his customary energy or even with intelligence. For 
example, he located his headquarters on the extreme right wing 
of the battle, where he could not properly direct the left wing of 
his army group, from which the main attack came. He turned 
down General von Zangen's request to reinforce Remagen before 
the U.S. 9th Armored Division captured the bridge there on March 
7. Model then failed to launch prompt counterattacks against the 
Allied bridgeheads at Remagen and Wesel, and when he did strike 
his attacks were not as powerful as they could have been.” 

Army Group B, with the 5th Panzer and 15th armies, was 
attacked by the U.S. 1st, 9th, and 15th Armies. Model made only 
one attempt to get the "stand fast" order withdrawn, and that to 
Kesselring, the new Commander-in-Chief, OB West, not directly 
to Hitler. Kesselring, of course, had no authority to revoke the 
order, so Army Group B stood fast. Model might have used his 
considerable personal influence with Hitler to get the order 
rescinded, but he did not even try. 

The Battle of the Ruhr Pocket was definitely the worst operation 
ever directed by Walter Model. "To this day even," Kesselring 
wrote later, "the operations of Army Group B remain incompre- 
hensible to me.”48 Model counterattacked at the wrong places and 
at the wrong times. He had ignored Hitler's "stand fast" orders 
before, but he did not this time. The Ruhr Pocket was encircled 
at 1 P.M. on April 1. The fighting lasted three weeks, during which 
Model ignored Hitler's orders to destroy all of the factories in the 
Ruhr, but he also refused to consider American surrender propos- 
als. Rather than that, he issued orders sending his older men and 
young boys home, and on April 17, with his medical supplies 
exhausted, he disbanded his army group.*? He and his staff were 
now little more than fugitives, wandering around the ruined 
industrial district. "A field marshal," he said, "does not become 
a prisoner. Such a thing is not possible."59 
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Several times during the battle, Model went to the front lines 
and deliberately exposed himself to enemy fire, hoping to get 
himself killed in action.?! Finally, on the morning of April 21 he 
told his intelligence officer: "My hour has come." With the Amer- 
icans only a mile or two away, the two officers walked into a woods 
near Duisburg, where the field marshal asked his aide to shoot 
him as one last service? When the major refused, Model drew 
his pistol. "Anything is better than falling into Russian hands," 
he said. "You will bury me here." Walter Model then fired a single 
bullet into his head.*4 

He lay for years in a secret, unmarked grave near Duisberg until 
after the Federal Republic of Germany was created, because his 
staff feared that the victors would scatter his ashes to the winds, 
as they had done to the war criminals hanged at Nuremberg. Years 
later his son, Major Hansgeorg Model, had the body reinterred 
in a soldiers’ cemetery in the Huertgen Forest, not far from the 
final resting place of George S. Patton. Model is now buried among 
the soldiers he commanded.” 


18 


ERWIN VON WITZLEBEN 


ERWIN JOB VON Witzleben, the scion of a very old Prussian family, 
was born in Breslau, Silesia (now Wroclaw, Poland), on December 
4, 1881.! He is not noted for his victories, or even his defeats, but 
rather for his simple devotion to the Prussian military ideal of 
service for folk and country. He had moral as well as physical 
courage, would never compromise his lofty ideals, and was per- 
fectly willing to take decisive action against any person or political 
faction that tried to subvert the Officer Corps for his or its own 
political objectives. Had he seen the light of day a century earlier, 
he would have been a worthy colleague of Gerhard Scharnhorst, 
August von Gneisenau, and Count Johann Yorck von Wartenburg, 
the officers who freed Prussia from Napoleon. Born when he was, 
he was born to beshanged. 


AFTER BEING EDUCATED in cadet schools, Witzleben joined the Impe- 
rial Army on March 22, 1901, at the age of nineteen, as a second 
lieutenant in the 7th Grenadier Regiment at Leipzig, where he 
remained for seven years. In late 1908 he was appointed adjutant 
of Area Command Hirschberg and was promoted to Oberleutnant 
in 1910—after nine years as a second lieutenant. When the war 
broke out he was named Adjutant of the 19th Reserve Infantry 


331 


332 Hitler's Field Marshals and Their Battles 


Brigade, and was promoted to captain later that year. He spent 
the war on the Western Front, winning the Iron Cross, 1st Class 
for valor. In early 1915 he was given command of a company in 
the 6th Infantry Regiment, and fought in the trenches for at least 
a year and a half. He was appointed to the General Staff in August 
1916, but his exact assignment after this is not clear; apparently 
he remained with the 6th Infantry. In any event, he assumed com- 
mand of a battalion in that unit on April 15, 1917, and did not take 
up a staff appointment until August 2, 1918, when he became 
General Staff officer to the 108th Infantry Division in the closing 
days of the war? 

Captain Erwin von Witzleben returned to his parent unit, the 
7th Grenadier, as a company commander in early 1919 but was 
given a General Staff appointment two months later. He was 
named commander of the 8th Machinegun Company, 8th Infantry 
Regiment, in January 1921.4 

Witzleben's Reichswehr career was divided between the staff 
and the line. It was characterized by steady but unremarkable 
assignments and advancements. He was on the General Staff of 
Wehrkreis IV (1922-25), was with the 12th Cavalry Regiment (1925- 
26), on the General Staff of Infantry Command III at Berlin 
(1926-28), and then C.O, III Battalion, 6th Infantry Regiment 
(1928). He was the chief of staff of Wehrkreis VI at Muenster 
(1929-31) and the commander of the 8th Infantry Regiment 
(1931-33) and Area Command Hanover (1933-34). He was pro- 
moted to major in 1923, lieutenant colonel in 1929, and full colonel 
in 1931.5 

Erwin von Witzleben entered the stage of history on February 
1, 1934, when he was promoted to major general and named Com- 
mander of Wehrkreis III, replacing General Baron Werner von 
Fritsch, who was named C-in-C of the Army. This critical military 
district was headquartered in Berlin. Prior to the Roehm purge, 
Witzleben—this simple but tough and experienced infantry officer 
—let it be known that he was perfectly willing to use his troops 
against the S.A. if Hitler did not control them. Hitler did— via the 
Blood Purge of June 30, 1934.5 When he first heard that the S.A. 
leaders were being shot, Witzleben was delighted and wished 
aloud that he could be there to see it. Later he learned that the 
SS murder squads had also killed retired Generals Kurt von Schlei- 
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cher and Kurt von Bredow during the bloodbath. Witzleben 
demanded a military inquiry into their deaths, as did his chief of 
staff, Colonel Erich von Manstein, as well as Generals Gerd von 
Rundstedt and Ritter Wilhelm von Leeb. The pro-Nazi Defense 
Minister, General Werner von Blomberg, would not allow it, 
however.’ 

Witzleben was promoted to lieutenant general in late 1934 and 
general of infantry on October 1, 1936.8 He continued to disap- 
prove of the Nazis and, indeed, favored a restoration of the 
monarchy, but basically took no interest in politics until his friend 
Werner von Fritsch was dismissed as Commander-in-Chief of the 
Army on trumped-up charges of homosexuality in January 1938. 
Witzleben considered this act to be an affront to the honor of the 
service, something he could never forgive or forget. From that 
moment on, Witzleben was a dedicated anti-Nazi who advocated 
the overthrow of the regime by military force. He did not exclude 
the use of violence or assassination, if necessary. 

It was fortunate for Hitler that Witzleben was on sick leave in 
Dresden at this time, for Colonel Paul von Hase volunteered to 
use his 50th Infantry Regiment to suppress the government, the 
. SS, and the Gestapo, and Witzleben probably would have used 
it. As Deutsch remarked later, Witzleben and his subordinate, 
Colonel Count Walter von Brockdorff-Ahlefeld, were “two of the 
most determined men ever to function in Opposition ranks.’ 
Without Witzleben, however, there was “no leadership in Berlin,” 
as Peter Hoffmann writes.! Hitler was successful in removing the 
staunch anti-Nazi Fritsch and installing his puppet, Werner von 
Brauchitsch, as C-in-C of the Army. 

Witzleben was one of the first to be retired in the Brauchitsch 
purges, robbing the anti-Hitler conspirators of the best power base 
they would ever Have. He was recalled to active duty in August 
1938, to command 1st Army on the Franco-German frontier during 
the Czechoslovakian crisis. Meanwhile, anti-Hitler conspirators 
gathered in Berlin. They included General Ludwig Beck, the chief 
of the General Staff of the Army; his deputy, General Franz Halder; 
Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, the chief of the Abwehr (the Military 
Intelligence Branch of the High Command of the Armed Forces), 
and his chief of staff, Colonel Hans Oster,!! as well as Count von 
Brockdorff-Ahlefeld, the commander of the Potsdam garrison; 
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Count Helldorf, the police president of Berlin; Colonel General 
Kurt von Hammerstein, the former C-in-C of the Army; and Lieu- 
tenant General Erich Hoepner, the commander of the 1st Light 
(later 6th Panzer) Division in Thuringia." 

Hans Oster traveled to Witzleben's headquarters to try to con- 
vince him to join the conspiracy. Canaris's deputy had barely 
begun to explain the reason for his visit (Hitler's preparations for 
invading Czechoslovakia) when Witzleben interrupted him and 
offered his unconditional support. If Halder (the unofficial head 
of the conspiracy) decided to act, Witzleben said, he would act 
with him; if not, he would act without him. In any event he was 
willing to take orders from General Beck.” 

It was quickly decided that Witzleben, who could be counted 
upon to take decisive action, would be the military commander 
ofthe coup. The plan was this: on the signal of Halder the Potsdam 
garrison, supported by the Berlin Police, would seize the govern- 
ment quarter and arrest Hitler as soon as he issued the order to 
invade Czechoslovakia. Hoepner's tanks would prevent inter- 
ference by the Munich SS, should they attempt to rescue Hitler. 
The dictator was to be put on trial before the Police Court. Mean- 
while, a panel of psychiatrists were to conduct secret inquiries into 
Hitler’s sanity. They had already obtained a copy of Hitler’s pre- 
vious mental history from the Pasewalk Military Hospital, and it 
was considered good evidence for removing Hitler from office and 
putting him into a lunatic asylum." 

A second version of this plan also existed. It called for Witzleben 
and certain members of his staff to go to the Reichschancellery 
and demand that Hitler resign. Major Friedrich Wilhelm Heinz, 
the leader of Witzleben’s assault squad, would provoke (or stage) 
an incident, during which Hitler would be assassinated, presum- 
ably by Heinz himself. Witzleben apparently approved of this ver- 
sion of the plan.!5 

The planned coup of 1938 was the best of all the plans the anti- 
Hitler conspirators came up with in the entire history of the 
German resistance movement. The fatal flaw lay in Hitler’s own 
unpredictability. The man hopped around like a flea and had the 
instincts of a rat. Without warning he suddenly left Berlin and 
conducted most of his diplomatic efforts against Czechoslovakia 
from the Eagle’s Nest in Bavaria.!° He did not return to the capital 
until after the Munich accords had been signed and Germany had 


Erwin von Witzleben 335 


acquired its territorial demands in the Sudetenland without 
bloodshed. Suddenly, Adolf Hitler was a genius again. The pretext 
for military action had been removed; the coup was defused. 

After Munich, Colonel Oster still wanted to go through with it. 
Witzleben went to Oster's home, where the leading conspirators 
had assembled, and opposed any action against Hitler at this time. 
He said: "You see, gentlemen, for this poor, foolish nation he is 
again our hotly beloved Fuehrer, the unique, the Godsent, and 
we, we are a small group of reactionary and discontented officers 
and politicians, who have dared in the moment of the highest 
triumph of the greatest statesman of all times to throw pebbles 
in his path. If we do something now, then history, and not only 
German history, will report on us that we deserted the greatest 
German in the moment when he was greatest and the whole world 
recognized his greatness."!7 


THE OUTBREAK OF the war took Witzleben by surprise.!® He went to 
Berlin shortly thereafter and tried to organize another putsch 
attempt, but neither Brauchitsch nor Halder were interested. 
. Brauchitsch was especially fearful and even confided to Witzleben 
that he actually feared arrest by Reinhard Heydrich, the chief of 
the S.D. Witzleben's response was typical for him. "Why don't you 
arrest him?" he asked directly. His question was followed by a 
painful silence.!? 

Witzleben maintained his contacts with the people who were 
still members of the opposition, but he gradually became disillu- 
sioned. He took little pleasure in his promotion to colonel general 
in November 1939. In late 1939, when his 1st Army was headquar- 
tered at Kreuznach, his health was not good (he suffered from 
severe hemorrhoids), and he looked tired and depressed. He had 
no confidence in his ability to influence either Brauchitsch or 
Halder into acting against Hitler and predicted that they would 
not act.? He was right. 


GENERAL WITZLEBEN'S 1ST Army manned the Siegfried Line during the 
invasion of Poland and feinted against the Maginot Line in the first 
phase of the Western campaign. He participated in the mopping- 
up operations of June 1940 and was instrumental in surrounding 
the French Army Group 2 shortly before the end of hostilities. 
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Perhaps because of his seniority he was promoted to field marshal 
on July 19, 1940. He was on occupation duty in France after that. 

As the German armies moved east for the planned invasion of 
the Soviet Union, Erwin von Witzleben was named Commander- 
in-Chief, Army Group D (which was simultaneously Oberbefehl- 
shaber West, or OB West) in April 1941. His forces included the 
much-reduced 7th and 15th armies, disposed along the Atlantic 
coast from Antwerp to the Spanish frontier, and the 1st Army, 
headquartered in Paris, occupying the interior?! 

Witzleben took steps to secure the French coast from an Allied 
invasion, even though that threat seemed very remote in 1941. 
When he proposed that permanent coastal defenses be con- 
structed in the West, however, OKH would not give him any 
construction battalions. He ordered his subordinate units to begin 
the project themselves, despite their limited resources for such 
work. Not much was accomplished, however.” 

Field Marshal Erwin von Witzleben went on leave in March 1942 
to undergo a hemorrhoid operation. Hitler used this as a pretext 
to retire him on March 21, 1942. He was replaced by Gerd von 
Rundstedt and never reemployed. 


WITZLEBEN RETIRED TO the Lynar estate at Seesen, a few miles from 
Potsdam, where he maintained his interest in the conspiracy. He 
was hospitalized for a gastric ulcer in July 1943 but, despite his 
declining health, was on the conspirators' lists to be Commander- 
in-Chief of the Armed Forces in an anti-Nazi government.?? 

The coup finally began at 12:30 p.m. on July 20, 1944, when the 
one-armed, one-eyed Colonel Count Claus von Stauffenberg, the 
chief of staff of the Replacement Army (also called the Home 
Army), arrived for a Fuehrer conference in East Prussia with a 
bomb concealed in his briefcase. He planted it under Hitler's feet 
and left the room. Unfortunately, Colonel Heinz Brandt, a member 
of the OKH staff and a former Olympic horseman, found its posi- 
tion inconvenient and moved it behind a large table support, thus 
saving Hitler's life, but not his own. A few minutes later the bomb 
exploded. The table support deflected the blast away from Hitler, 
who was only slightly wounded. 

In Berlin, General Friedrich Olbricht, the chief of the Army Office 
of the Home Army, was in charge of the conspiracy. Due to a 
previous false start a few days before, he did not want to initiate 
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the military takeover until he was sure Hitler was dead. The 
codeword for the military phase of the takeover (Valkyrie) was 
not issued until shortly after 4 P.M. Three and a half critical hours 
had been lost.?4 

Witzleben, in full uniform and driven by Reserve Major Count 
Wilhelm-Friedrich zu Lynar, arrived at the Bendlerstrasse, the HQ 
of the Replacement Army, at 4:30 p.m. Colonel General Fromm, 
C-in-C of the Replacement Army, refused to support the putsch 
and was arrested. Witzleben installed himself in Fromm's office. 
Now acting as C-in-C of the Armed Forces, Witzleben's first act 
was to appoint Colonel General Erich Hoepner commander of the 
Home Army. Ten minutes later General Joachim von Kortzfleisch, 
the pro-Nazi commander of Wehrkreis III, arrived and demanded 
to see Fromm. He also was arrested. Witzleben issued an order 
naming Lieutenant General Baron Karl von Thuengen-Rossbach 
commander of the Berlin Military District. At 5 P.M. Witzleben 
ordered General von Stuelpnagel, the military governor of France, 
to arrest all of the SS and SD men in Paris.? He also sent a telegram 
to Field Marshal Guenther von Kluge at OB West, saying simply: 
"The Fuehrer is dead. Carry out your instructions as planned." 
He signed it "Witzleben, Supreme Commander of the Wehr- 
macht.'?6 Kluge was momentarily prepared to join the conspira- 
tors, but his chief of staff, General Blumentritt, managed to get 
through on the telephone to Major General Helmuth Stieff, the 
chief of the Organizational Section of OKH. Although a member 
of the plot, Stieff told Blumentritt the simple truth: Hitler was only 
slightly wounded. Kluge remained “loyal” to Hitler.? 

The late beginning robbed the conspiracy of whatever chances 
of success it had after Hitler escaped death. At about 10 P.M. it was 
clearly falling apart. "This is a fine mess!" Witzleben snapped at 
Stauffenberg. He then met with General Beck in Fromm’s office. 
Stauffenberg was summoned a few minutes later and both were 
violently “chewed out” by Witzleben for forty-five minutes.?® The 
exact nature of the conference is unknown, as all the participants 
would be dead within three weeks. Witzleben let it be known that 
he would not participate in such a badly organized affair. As soon 
as he had said his piece, Witzleben dissociated himself from the 
conspiracy altogether and returned to Seesen. He was arrested 
there the next day. 

Beck, Olbricht, and Stauffenberg were executed by Fromm 
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when the conspiracy collapsed at midnight on July 20. Witzleben 
was expelled from the Army by the Court of Honor and was 
brought to trial before the People's Court on August 7, along with 
Hoepner, Stieff, General Paul von Hase (the commandant of the 
Berlin garrison), and four junior officers. They faced Judge Roland 
Freisler. Witzleben was spared nothing. The Gestapo had taken 
away his false teeth and belt. He was "unshaven, collarless and 
shabby." Witzleben seemed to have aged ten years in two weeks 
of Gestapo captivity, which is understandable. He stared vacantly 
into space.?? 

Author Robert Wistrich called Witzleben “the most broken and 
pathetic of the conspirators."?? His pants were too large for him, 
so he had to pull them up continuously. "You dirty old man!" 
Judge Freisler screamed at him, “why do you keep fiddling with 
your trousers?" The specially selected audience of Nazis cackled 
with malicious delight. When he was called as the first defendant, 
Witzleben attempted to give the Nazi salute. The judge yelled at 
him again. "The Hitler salute is only given by citizens whose honor 
is still unimpaired.'"?! His court-appointed defense attorney, Dr. 
Weissmann, also got into the act. He praised Hitler and Judge 
Freisler, screamed insults at Witzleben, and applauded the fairness 
of the trial.? 

Field Marshal Witzleben freely admitted his part in the assassi- 
nation attempt. He and the others were found guilty the next day 
and sentenced to hang that afternoon. Hitler had ordered that they 
be hung like cattle. "I want to see them hanging like carcasses in 
a slaughterhousel”3? he commanded. The entire event was filmed 
by the Reich Film Corporation. Witzleben was first. Despite his 
poor showing at the trial, Witzleben met his death with courage 
and with as much dignity as was possible under the circum- 
stances. A thin wire noose was placed around his neck, and the 
other end was secured to a meat hook. The executioner and his 
assistant then picked up the sixty-four-year-old soldier and 
dropped him so that his entire weight fell on his neck. They then 
pulled off his trousers so that he hung naked and twisted in agony 
as he slowly strangled. It took him almost five minutes to die, but 
he never once cried out. The other seven condemned men were 
executed in the same manner within an hour. They were followed 
over the next eight months by hundreds of others. 
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FERDINAND SCHOERNER 


HE WAS THE most brutal of Hitler’s field marshals, a man who, one 
author wrote, “shot privates and colonels with equal zeal for the 
smallest infractions."! He dealt as harshly with his own men as 
. he did with the Russians, whom he considered subhuman. 
Ferdinand Schoerner was born in Munich on June 12, 1892, into 
a lower middle-class family. His father was a police officer.2 He 
joined the Army as a private in the Bavarian Lifeguards Regiment 
in October 1911 and by 1914 had received his commission as a 
second lieutenant in the reserves? Although intending to be a 
primary schoolmaster’ (Schoerner studied at the universities of 
Munich, Lausanne, and Grenoble); he rejoined his regiment when 
the First World War began and was part of the German Alpine 
Corps for most of the war. He fought on the Italian Front in 1915 
and took part in the Verdun battles of 1916. He briefly returned 
to Munich in 1916 but was then sent to Rumania and fought in 
the southern Carpathians.6 Sent back to Italy as a mountain com- 
pany commander in 1917, he distinguished himself by storming 
the mountain fortress of Monte Kolonrat and taking the important 
Hill 1114. For this action he was awarded the Pour le Merite, Imperial 
Germany's highest decoration for courage. Second Lieutenant 
Schoerner was sent back to the Western Front in 1918 and fought 
at Verdun and Rheims, where he was badly wounded. Toward the 
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end of the war he was promoted to Oberleutnant (first lieutenant) 
and given a staff assignment in Serbia.” He was there when the 
war ended. 

In 1919, Lieutenant Schoerner joined Freikorps Epp and fought 
against Communist revolutionaries in the Ruhr and against the 
Poles in Upper Silesia. The following year he was selected for the 
Reichsheer and was assigned to the 19th Infantry Regiment in 
Munich.’ After this he was associated with the mountain troops 
for much of his career. He was a south German, like Hitler, and 
shared his ruthlessness and prejudices. He was certainly no aris- 
tocratic snob or typical General Staff officer, characteristics which 
endeared him to Hitler later on. Ironically, Ferdinand Schoerner 
helped suppress the Beer Hall Putsch in Munich in 1923, even 
though he was sympathic to the movement and belonged to 
several racial (anti-Semitic) organizations himself. Sometime after 
Hitler was released from prison in 1924, Schoerner became a sup- 
porter of the Nazi movement.? 

Lieutenant Schoerner did attempt to become a member of the 
Truppenamt (clandestine General Staff) but failed his entrance 
examination. This, coupled with his lower social origins, caused 
him to bear a great resentment toward the aristocratic gentlemen 
of the General Staff, who tended to look down upon him. Hitler 
shared these resentments, and the two were drawn to one 
another.! 

Meanwhile, Schoerner served as a company commander in the 
21st Jaeger Battalion and the 19th Infantry Regiment, and he was 
attached to the Italian Alpine Corps in the early 1930s. He did a 
tour with the General Staff (1934-37), and in 1937 was named 
commander of the 98th Mountain Infantry Regiment (of the 1st 
Mountain Division) in Mittenwald. He was promoted to captain 
(1922), major (1934), lieutenant colonel (1937), and colonel (1939).!! 

As commander of the 98th Mountain, Schoerner distinguished 
himself on September 13, 1939, by capturing Hill 374 and the 
Zbolska Heights, commanding the fortress-city of Lvov. He held 
these positions throughout the night, despite desperate counter- 
attacks by the Polish garrison. The next day the city surrendered.!2 

Schoerner continued to lead his regiment in Belgium and 
France. (After the war the Belgians would attempt to get their 
hands on him, to try him as a war criminal, but they never 
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succeeded—there were too many in line ahead of them.) I have 
been unable to find out what kind of atrocities he committed there. 
In any case Schoerner was named commander of the 6th Mountain 
Division on June 1, 1940.? This unit had only recently been formed 
and consisted primarily of Austrians. Schoerner was promoted to 
major general on August 1, 1940. He and his unit were sent to 
Poland on occupation duty in the winter of 1940/41. Hurriedly 
sent to the Balkans for the invasion of Greece in the spring of 1941, 
the 6th Mountain Division played the key role in breaking the 
Metaxas Line by crossing a 7,000-foot snow-covered mountain 
range and breaking through at a point the Greeks considered 
inaccessible. On the evening of April 7, the second day of the 
invasion, it cut the railroad to Salonika, the main supply route of 
the Greek 2nd Army.!5 

Following the surrender of the 2nd Army on April 9, Schoerner 
pushed his men on to Athens, which his division and the 2nd 
Panzer Division captured on April 27. Later, in May, the 6th Moun- 
tain Division was lightly engaged in the last phases of the Battle 
of Greene 

After the conquest of the Balkans, Schoerner was awarded the 
. Knights' Cross. He remained in Greece on occupation duty until 
Hitler ordered his division north, to the Arctic sector of the Russian 
Front, on July 30. The 6th Mountain had to be transported back 
to Germany, then by the Baltic Sea and the Gulf of Bothnia to 
northern Finland. Because of the British command of the sea, it 
could not sail to northern Norway via the easy route, but instead 
had to march four hundred miles across northern Finland and 
Lapland, to the Murmansk sector. It did not arrive in its zone of 
operations until early October 1941, when it relieved the depleted 
2nd and 3rd Mountain divisions. Schoerner's unit was now part 
of General Eduard Dietl’s Mountain Corps Norway and was given 
the task of holding the line thirty miles from Murmansk through- 
out the Russian winter in a tundra wilderness." 

The Russian winter hit the Murmansk sector eight weeks before 
it arrived in Moscow. Schoerner had an extremely difficult time 
just keeping his men supplied. Within a few weeks 1,400 of his 
horses had died, as well as every one of the small Greek mules 
he had brought with him from the Balkans. On December 21, 
spearheaded by Siberian divisions, the Soviets opened their offen- 
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sive in the far north. Schoerner was ready, however, and the 
Russians were repulsed with terrible losses in the bitter cold. They 
did not gain an inch of ground. After this defensive victory, he 
was promoted to lieutenant general on January 15, 1942, and si- 
multaneously given command of Mountain Corps Norway, which 
was later redesignated XIX Mountain Corps. His predecessor, 
Dietl, moved up to the command of the Army of Lapland (later 
20th Mountain Army) at the same time.!? 

Schoerner repulsed another major Soviet offensive in April but 
was unable to mount a major offensive on Murmansk due to a 
lack of troop strength and supplies. He did, however, manage to 
hold the important Pechenga Nickel Works, despite strong Rus- 
sian efforts to take them. Schoerner fought these battles strictly 
on his own, since his nearest neighbor was the XXXVI Mountain 
Corps, more than a hundred miles away. His left flank rested on 
the Arctic Ocean. 

Ferdinand Schoerner—a general of mountain troops since June 
1, 1942—was named commander of the XL Panzer Corps on 
October 23, 1943, despite the fact that he had no training or expe- 
rience in tank warfare, and was sent from a backwater sector to 
the center of action on the Eastern Front. In doing so, he came 
into his own. From the first his combination of Nazi fanaticism 
and brutality impressed Hitler, and he moved steadily up in the 
hierarchy of the Nazi Army. 

Fortieth Panzer Corps was almost immediately given the tem- 
porary redesignation Group Schoerner, and was given command 
of the XXX, XVII, and IV corps in the Nikopol bridgehead on the 
east bank of the Dnieper. This was a critical position, for the Soviets 
dared not attempt to crush the 17th Army in the Crimea with 
Schoerner's force intact. On the other hand, the bridgehead itself 
invited double envelopment.”° 

Three bridges connected Group Schoerner to the rest of the 
German front. When the ground froze in January 1944, the Soviets 
attacked in force. Schoerner's paper strength was nine infantry 
divisions, with the 24th Panzer Division in reserve; but all of the 
infantry divisions were only at regimental strength, and the 24th 
Panzer was down to five tanks. He was attacked by twelve infantry 
and two tank divisions. The battle began on January 10 and lasted 
six days. Schoerner, as usual, held his positions.” 
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The Soviets shifted their attacks to the north, and Schoerner's 
superior, 6th Army Commander Colonel General Hollidt, had to 
transfer the 24th Panzer Division to 8th Army, despite Schoerner's 
weak and exposed position. Group Schoerner was seriously weak- 
ened. On the morning of January 30, the Soviets attacked the 
Nikopol bridgehead with the entire 4th Ukrainian Front and drove 
a deep wedge in Schoerner's lines. Meanwhile, other units pushed 
back 6th Army. By February 2 the Russians were only five miles 
north of the vital railroad connecting Nikopol to the rest of the 
Eastern Front. It was now high time for Schoerner to get out of 
there? 

Whatever else he was, Schoerner was an excellent defensive 
tactician, especially when he did not have to maneuver too much. 
He now faced the problem of withdrawing battered units over a 
swollen river, under heavy enemy pressure and simultaneously 
evading encirclement to the rear. On February 4, 1944, the railroad 
was cut, and Schoerner gave the order to destroy all heavy equip- 
ment, except horse-drawn artillery, in order to get his troops out 
more quickly. All but surrounded, in knee-deep Ukrainian mud, 
he got his men out of the Nikopol and simultaneously broke out 
. through Russian lines to the west—a brilliant achievement. To 
keep his last units from panicking as they neared the only Dnieper 
bridge still in German hands, Schoerner personally took charge 
of a light flak unit and periodically fired over the heads of his own 
men, clearly indicating that he would fire into their ranks if they 
seemed too eager to make the crossing. It was a brutal but effective 
maneuver. The last units escaped on the night of February 15/16. 
Nine divisions had been saved. "No one who fought at Nikopol 
will ever forget what he owes Schoerner," Major Kandutsch, the 
Ic of XL Panzer Corps, wrote in his diary.*4 

On February 18 Sthoerner was given the only staff appointment 
he would hold in the Second World War. He was named chief of 
the National Socialist Leadership Corps under OKW, where his 
job was to spread the Nazi doctrine throughout the armed forces. 
Here he quickly came into conflict with Martin Bormann, the chief 
of the Nazi Party. Bormann wanted party men in the National 
Socialist Leadership Officers' slots, not soldiers who were also 
Nazis.25 Unlike most others, Schoerner in general prevailed against 
the sinister Bormann. Schoerner held this staff post less than six 
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weeks, however. At Himmler's recommendation, Hitler promoted 
him to colonel general and named him Commander-in-Chief of 
Army Group A, replacing the Prussian cavalryman, Ewald von 
Kleist, who was retired. Six days later his command was renamed 
Army Group South Ukraine.” 

When Schoerner took over, Army Group South Ukraine was 
retreating to the west. His armies (north to south) consisted of 
the Rumanian 4th, the 8th, the 6th, and the Rumanian 3rd, with 
the 17th Army isolated on the Crimean peninsula. Schoerner faced 
three major tasks: 1) save his main forces in the face of the Soviet 
offensive; 2) keep the Rumanians in the Axis; and 3) decide what 
to do about the Crimea. 

Schoerner handled the first problem by retreating from the Bug, 
then to the Dnestr, and finally to the Carpathians and the Ruman- 
ian frontier by mid-April 1944. Far from being dissatisfied with this 
performance, Schoerner was quite pleased to get out of the 
Ukraine with his German forces intact. The days of superior Ger- 
man mobility were long past. The Russians, equipped largely with 
American trucks, were now much faster. Most of Schoerner's 
forces were foot soldiers, and he was lucky to do as well as he did. 

He was concerned that the Rumanian dictator Ion Antonescu 
might try to withdraw his forces from the front, so Schoerner 
thoroughly intermixed them with the German units and set up 
an elaborate chain of command that, in reality, subordinated the 
Rumanian 4th Army to the German 6th, and the Rumanian 3rd 
to the German 8th. Antonescu could not withdraw his units now, 
even if he wanted to.? 

Antonescu himself was another matter. Schoerner learned that 
some of the leading personalities in Rumania were attempting to 
contact the Russians and recognized that Antonescu was losing 
his grip on the country. He recommended that Hitler intervene 
personally to shore up his position, but Hitler ignored the 
warning. 

The Crimean problem he handled with less satisfactory results. 
On April 7 he inspected the Crimean defenses on the Perekop 
Isthmus and reported that they could hold "for a long time." 
Ziemke called this "one of the least accurate predictions of the 
war."?? The Russians attacked the next day with thirty divisions 
and four armored corps. Colonel General Erwin Jaenecke's 17th 
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Army met them with five weak German and seven demoralized 
Rumanian divisions. The Germans held, but the Rumanian 10th 
Infantry Division collapsed almost immediately. By April 10 Jae- 
necke was in full retreat toward Sevastopol.?? 

By April 16, 17th Army was in Sevastopol with its back to the 
sea. Schoerner, accompanied by Jaenecke, flew to Berchtesgaden 
to personally urge Hitler to order the naval evacuation of the 
Crimea. Hitler refused; and on April 27 he sacked Jaenecke and 
replaced him with General Karl Allmendinger.?! 

Seventeenth Army was now defending the twenty-five-mile 
Sevastopol perimeter with five divisions, all at regimental (Kampf- 
gruppe) strength. Schoerner continued to urge the city's evacua- 
tion, but he also took energetic measures to defend it. Any soldier 
who knocked out a Russian tank, he ordered, was to get an imme- 
diate three-week leave on the mainland. Since such a leave would 
be tantamount to salvation, this order no doubt directly increased 
Soviet tank losses. On the other hand, Schoerner decreed that 
troops who abandoned their positions were to be shot for 
cowardice.?? 

Schoerner's Draconian methods had little effect on the outcome 
' of the Battle of Sevastopol, which began on May 5. By May 8 
German resistance was weakening, and even Hitler was ready to 
concede defeat. He ordered a naval evacuation, but as usual he 
had waited too long. When the fighting ended on May 13, only 
26,700 of the 64,700 men trapped at Sevastopol had escaped. 
Almost 26,000 Rumanians also were lost. Hitler made Jaenecke and 
Allmendinger scapegoats for the disaster, and they were retired 
in disgrace, pending an investigation by a court-martial.?? 
Schoerner, of course, knew where the real responsibility lay, but 
he did not hesitate to join the Fuehrer in blaming the catastrophe 
on Jaenecke, for his lack of faith.34 


FOLLOWING THE FALL of the Crimea, a lull descended on the southern 
sector, interrupted only by Schoerner's "strenuous training and 
fitness programs.”?5 In Belorussia, however, Army Group Center 
was crushed, and its remnants were in full retreat by early July. 
This disaster exposed the right flank of Army Group North; its 
commander, Colonel General Lindemann, also wanted to retreat. 
As a result, Hitler sacked Lindemann on July 2 and replaced him 
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with General Johannes Friessner, who was soon under heavy 
attack himself. Estimating the odds as eight to one against him, 
Friessner demanded freedom of action to retreat. Hitler was fu- 
rious over this request. Heinz Guderian, now Chief of the General 
Staff of the Army, suggested a solution: Friessner should exchange 
commands with Schoerner. Hitler accepted this idea, and on July 
23, 1944, Schoerner was named C-in-C of Army Group North. 

Friessner definitely got the worst of the trade. On August 20 
the Soviets attacked in overwhelming strength; three days later 
Antonescu was overthrown and arrested; and Rumania defected. 
In league with the Soviets, many of the Rumanian commanders 
opened their lines to the Russians. The Soviet spearheads were 
already miles behind German lines before the defenders knew 
what was going on. Some twenty divisions of 6th Army were 
encircled and destroyed, a loss of approximately 180,000 men. 
Only the mobile 13th Panzer and 10th Panzer Grenadier divisions 
escaped, and little remained with which to defend Hungary.°” 
Such was the price Hitler paid for ignoring Schoerner's warnings 
about Rumania. 

Meanwhile, Schoerner was having his own problems. When he 
took over, he had thirty divisions under (north to south) Army 
Detachment Narva, 18th Army, and 16th Army. A gap of more than 
thirty miles existed on his right flank, between 16th Army and the 
remnants of 3rd Panzer Army, on the northern wing of Army 
Group Center. The Russians were precariously close to reaching 
the Baltic Sea and cutting him off in Estonia and Latvia. In addi- 
tion, Schoerner's divisions had been in more or less continuous 
action since the breaking of the Siege of Leningrad six months 
before. They were exhausted, depleted, and under attack by 
twelve Soviet armies with more than eighty divisions? By this 
time Schoerner had virtually no reserves left. 

The Bavarian mountain general initially paid little attention to 
his exposed flank. His first priority was to keep his front from 
collapsing entirely. From his commanders he demanded "Draco- 
nian intervention" and “ruthlessness to the point of brutality.” A 
typical order to a divisional commander (quoted by the distin- 
guished military historian, Earl F. Ziemke) read: 


Lieutenant General [Walter] Chales de Beaulieu is to be told that 
he is to restore his own and his division's honor by a courageous 
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deed or I will chase him out [of the Army] in disgrace. Furthermore, 
he is to report by 2100 [9 pm] which commanders he has shot or 
is having shot for cowardice.'?? 


By brutality and by his talent for getting the very last drop of 
strength from his combat divisions, Schoerner managed to keep 
his front from collapsing— barely. He could not, however, prevent 
the Soviet 1st Baltic Front from reaching the Baltic just west of 
Riga at the end ofJuly. Army Group North was isolated. Schoerner 
wanted to evacuate Estonia, but Hitler demanded that every foot 
of territory be held. The Fuehrer stripped Army Group South 
Ukraine of its entire reserve of two panzer divisions (just three 
weeks before the fatal Russian offensive, described above) and 
sent them to Colonel General Raus's 3rd Panzer Army, which he 
ordered to attack and restore contact with Schoerner.*? 

Raus attacked on August 16 with surprising success. By August 
20 he had covered 120 miles and established a solid link with 16th 
Army. By now, however, Schoerner was facing 130 Russian divi- 
sions (three full fronts) with only thirty-two divisions (one of 
which was panzer and two panzer grenadier) and three SS bri- 
- gades. To make matters worse, Finland made peace with Moscow 
on August 25, freeing the Leningrad Front—and even more Rus- 
sian armies.*! 

After August 20 a lull descended on the northern sector, but it 
was clear to everyone that it would not last long. The Soviet 
offensive built up slowly enough for Schoerner to follow it and 
determine its strength and objectives. The Russians planned to 
break through 18th Army with their 2nd and 3rd Baltic fronts, 
cutting off both it and Army Detachment Narva, while the 1st 
Baltic Front attacked 16th Army and reached the sea near Riga, 
once again isolating Army Group North. Meanwhile, the Lenin- 
grad Front would attack Army Detachment Narva and clear 
northern Estonia. An entire front—the 3rd Belorussian— would 
remain in reserve.? Map 22 shows Schoerner's situation on Sep- 
tember 1 and his subsequent retreat. 

Colonel General Schoerner held a strategically useless and 
tactically dangerous position, holding a coastal strip seventy to 
eighty miles wide on a front nearly five hundred miles long. Both 
Schoerner and Guderian tried to convince Hitler to evacuate Esto- 
nia and eastern Latvia, but Hitler rejected all their appeals.” 
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ARMY GROUP NORTH, JULY-OCTOBER 1944. Faced with over- 
whelming odds, Field Marshal Ferdinand Schoerner conducted a 
masterful retreat, successfully abandoning Estonia, eastern Latvia, 
and Lithuania. Memel was not lost until January 1945. The 16th and 
18th armies remained isolated in Courland until the end of the war. 
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Accordingly, Schoerner made secret retrograde plans without 
Hitler's knowledge. 

The Soviets attacked on all sectors on September 14, 1944. They 
were checked at all points, but the attacks continued. The next 
day the Russians penetrated to within twenty-five miles of Riga, 
and Schoerner called for the evacuation of Estonia, stating that 
this was the last possible moment to escape. On September 16 he 
personally flew to Fuehrer Headquarters and finally obtained per- 
mission to retreat —if Schoerner would wait two days and he could 
still cancel the order in the meantime. Schoerner agreed to these 
conditions.^4 

The evacuation began on September 18 and was a masterpiece. 
It was over by September 27. Schoerner succeeded in extracting 
all of his German units, and 100,000 Estonians as well. Meanwhile, 
on the other flank, 16th Army halted the Russians only ten miles 
south of Riga on September 19. The Soviets called up their reserves 
and tried to break through to the sea on September 22. By now, 
however, the forces withdrawing from Estonia were becoming 
available to Schoerner at Riga. The 11th SS Panzer Grenadier 
Division "Nordland" force-marched 250 miles in four days and 
' arrived just in time to check the Soviet breakthrough and prevent 
disaster. By September 27 Army Group North's frontage had been 
reduced from more than four hundred miles to approximately 
seventy miles.4^5 

Until this point, Schoerner's handling of the defense of the 
northern sector had been flawless. Now, however, he made a 
serious mistake. Hitler transferred 3rd Panzer Army to Schoerner, 
and Guderian sent him a directive, allowing him to concentrate 
the 3rd Panzer to the south, against an attack on Memel. Schoerner 
refused to do this because he did not believe Memel was in any 
danger. He ignored Guderian's pleas to properly cover this flank. 
On October 5 the Soviets struck at the exact point Guderian 
predicted they would, with fourteen divisions and four armored 
corps (more than five hundred tanks). The German sector here 
was defended by the understrength 551st Volksgrenadier Divi- 
sion, which was defending twenty-four miles of frontage, which 
meant it could only cover strongpoints. The 551st was over- 
whelmed and the front broke. The command post of the 3rd Panzer 
Army was overrun and the staff had to fight its way into Memel, 
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where the XXVIII Corps maintained a small bridgehead. The 3rd 
Panzer was split into three parts: one corps held at Memel, one 
corps escaped north into the pocket now formed by Army Group 
North, and the third escaped south, to join Army Group Center 
in East Prussia. The Soviets reached the sea north and south of 
Memel, isolating Army Group North in the Courland Pocket. 

Schoerner tried to reestablish contact with XXVIII Corps and 
East Prussia by organizing a counterattack. To obtain the neces- 
sary divisions, he shortened his line by evacuating Riga on 
October 11. Before he could strike, however, the Soviets launched 
another offensive against East Prussia, and Hitler cancelled the 
plan. The Fuehrer began to withdraw divisions from Army Group 
North by sea at the end of October, although he would not consent 
to evacuate the entire army group. It would remain isolated in the 
Courland Pocket for the rest of the war. 

Six Battles of the Courland Pocket followed, in which the Soviets 
tried to crush Army Group North (later Courland). The first began 
on October 27. By the eleventh day of the battle, Schoerner's 
troops had knocked out 522 Russian tanks against a loss of only 
twenty field pieces and antitank guns." Schoerner fought the 
second and third battles with similar results. 


ON JANUARY 17, 1945, Hitler appointed Colonel General Schoerner 
to the command of Army Group A (formerly North Ukraine), re- 
placing Colonel General Josef Harpe, who took over the 5th Panzer 
Army in the West. Colonel General Heinrich von Vietinghoff 
replaced Schoerner in Courland and was eventually succeeded by 
Colonel General Dr. Lothar Rendulic and then Karl Hilpert, who 
surrendered its 200,000 survivors to the Russians at the end of the 
war.*® 

Schoerner's last command consisted of the 9th, 4th Panzer, 17th, 
and 1st Panzer armies (north to south), holding a three-hundred- 
mile line from north of Warsaw to the Carpathians in Czechoslo- 
vakia, with only eighteen weak infantry divisions and elements 
of six panzer and panzer grenadier divisions. On January 26 Hitler 
changed the name of Army Group A to Army Group Center. 
Schoerner had 400,000 men, 1,150 tanks, and 4100 guns, with 
which to oppose 2,200,000 Russians with 6,400 tanks and 46,000 
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guns. He was outnumbered approximately six to one in men, six 
to one in armor, and more than eleven to one in guns.5 

When Schoerner took over, a major Soviet offensive was already 
underway. Schoerner met it with typical ruthlessness. When War- 
saw fell on January 18, he sacked General Baron Smilo von Luet- 
twitz as commander of the 9th Army and replaced him with 
General Theodor Busse.5! Drumhead courts-martial and summary 
executions were the order of the day. Dozens of men were hung 
from light poles with a placard, "Coward" or "Deserter," around 
their necks. These actions had little effect on the outcome of the 
Third Reich's last battle, however. 

Ninth Army was soon transferred to Army Group Vistula for 
the defense of Berlin. This group originally was commanded by 
Himmler, who was replaced on March 20 by Colonel General 
Gotthard Heinrici.? Schoerner's primary mission was to hold the 
Silesian industrial area, which had replaced the bombed-out Ruhr 
as Germany's main armaments-producing region. Schoerner 
fought with the utmost energy but could not stem the tide. Bres- 
lau, the heart of Silesia, was surrounded on February 16.5 
Schoerner made Lieutenant General Hermann Niehoff com- 
mander of the besieged city, because he knew Niehoff had five 
children who could be executed under the principle of collective 
family responsibility if the general failed to obey his orders. “Fail- 
ure in Breslau means your head," Schoerner told Niehoff as he 
departed for the city, where 250,000 civilians and about 35,000 
soldiers were trapped. Led by Niehoff and the ruthless Nazi Gau- 
leiter, Karl Hanke, the fortress of Breslau would not surrender until 
May 7—long after Berlin fell —despite the fact that the Russians 
bombed and shelled it day and night. The suffering and death 
totals among the civilian population was incredible, as it was 
throughout Silesia, which was raped and plundered with terrible 
brutality.5* The Russians did this deliberately, in order to induce 
a mass exodus of the population from what would become the 
Soviet satellite of Poland. Of the 4,700,000 civilians living in Silesia 
in early 1944, only 620,000 remained in mid-April 1946.5 

Schoerner lost the Battle of Silesia and retreated into Saxony 
and Czechoslovakia. In late March Schoerner parroted Hitler, who 
proclaimed the target of the next Soviet offensive would be 
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Prague, not Berlin. Hitler reinforced Schoerner to a strength of 
about 600,000 men, making his the strongest army group on the 
Eastern Front. On April 5, 1945, the Fuehrer promoted Schoerner 
to field marshal, the last Army officer to attain this rank. Hitler 
personally gave him his baton on April 10.56 

The final Soviet offensive began on April 16, against Army 
Group Vistula and Berlin. Schoerner launched several relief at- 
tacks from April 19-27 and made some local progress, but could 
not save the Fuehrer, now surrounded in the ruins of the capital.” 

On April 27 Hitler called Schoerner "the only man to shine as 
a real warlord on the entire Eastern Front." The next day he signed 
an order appointing Schoerner Commander-in-Chief of the Army 
upon his death. At 3:30 P.M. on April 30, with the Russians less 
than a mile from his bunker, Adolf Hitler shot himself. 

Schoerner never exercised the power bestowed on him by 
Hitler, and his last days in command come under a cloud of 
controversy. There are two versions of his actions during the final, 
chaotic days of the Third Reich: one version is based on the testi- 
mony of Lieutenant General Old wig von Natzmer, the chief of staff 
of Army Group Center. The other version—quite a different 
story —was presented by Lieutenant Helmut Dirning, a collateral 
cousin of the field marshal and his aide-de-camp from March 17, 
1945, until the end of the war. Both will be presented here. 

In late April or early May, Army Group Center came under 
heavy attack and was virtually encircled east of Prague. With his 
Fuehrer dead and his cause lost, Schoerner's courage left him, 
according to General von Natzmer. On May 7, with the cease-fire 
ending the war scheduled to take effect at 9 am. on May 9, 
Schoerner ordered his men to flee to the west, packed his briefcase 
with money, and flew off for the Bavarian Alps. He had a cabin 
there, he told General Natzmer, that no one knew about. Here he 
would go into hiding. 

Natzmer appealed to him not to flee. The army group would 
be marching for its life the next day, he said, to escape Russian 
captivity, and needed centralized control now more than ever. But 
Schoerner was thinking only of himself. He deserted his command 
and, clad in a traditional Bavarian costume, flew off to the south- 
west.” Much of Army Group Center fell into Soviet hands; a great 
many men were subsequently massacred by Czech partisans. 
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Lieutenant Dirning told my friend Friedrich von Stauffenberg 
quite a different story in 1946, when they were both employed 
in Argentina. Although Dirning agreed that Schoerner was bad- 
tempered and sacked commanders without proper justification, 
he insisted that Schoerner left Czechoslovakia in early May 1945 
on the direct orders of the Fuehrer. Hitler had chosen the "Central 
Redoubt" (also called the "National Redoubt") in the Bavarian 
Alps as the site of the last stand of the Nazi armed forces. Just 
before he committed suicide, Hitler dictated that Schoerner, as 
Supreme Commander of the Wehrmacht, would immediately fly 
out of his army group command post and take over the “army” 
supposedly gathering in the "Alpine Fortress." This is exactly 
what Schoerner attempted to do, according to Dirning.9? 

Lieutenant Dirning, incidentally, did not accompany Field Mar- 
shal Schoerner on his flight but, in the company of a few other 
officers, managed to elude the Russians and escape to western 
Austria, where his party surrendered to the Americans. 

Stauffenberg concludes: "The conduct described by Dirning 
certainly is in accord with what else we know of the Marshal. 
Surely no General who could engage in hand-to-hand fighting in 
Finland, and mastermind the defense and successful evacuation 
of the Nikopol Pocket would show himself a coward in 1945; von 
Natzmer's criticism does not ring true—at least about [Schoer- 
ner's] departure from his headquarters."6! 

Was Schoerner attempting to join his new command in Bavaria, 
or was he attempting to desert and reach a secret hideout in the 
same general area? This author tends to agree with Dirning and 
von Stauffenberg, although we will probably never know for sure, 
because Schoerner never reached his destination. His small air- 
plane crash-landed in eastern Austria, where the field marshal 
wandered for sevetal days, trying to avoid capture. Then, on May 
18, he was recognized by some civilians who reported him. He 
was arrested by troops of the 1st Panzer Army. They turned him 
over to the Americans, who transferred him to the Russians, who 
had been looking for him.9? 

The Russians sentenced Schoerner to twenty-five-years impris- 
onment as a war criminal. On January 25, 1955, after serving only 
nine years of his sentence, Schoerner was released and returned to 
Munich. Here he found that General von Natzmer had denounced 
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him and that he was widely abhorred as a commander who had 
deserted his men in their hour of need in order to save his own 
neck. The Association of Returned Prisoners of War was also after 
him. They charged him with the murder of thousands of German 
soldiers during the drumhead courts-martial in the last years of 
the war. In 1957 he was found guilty of manslaughter and sen- 
tenced to four and a half years in prison by a Munich court for 
executing a soldier without trial—the man had been found drunk 
at the wheel of an Army truck. After his release he lived another 
decade, dying in Munich on July 6, 1973, at the age of eighty-one. 


FERDINAND SCHOERNER WAS a capable defensive commander, but he 
did less well in the attack against a determined enemy. He could 
hardly be classified as a military genius. Certainly his record does 
not compare with that of Manstein, Guderian, or Rommel, or even 
of Kleist or Model. His reputation will be forever tarnished by his 
brutality and by his alleged desertion of Army Group Center in 
May 1945— especially since he executed so many for doing exactly 
what he is accused of having done himself. If his action in early 
May was in fact desertion, then it must be further noted that the 
common soldiers who he had killed as deserters did not by their 
actions leave hundreds of thousands of their comrades to the 
mercy of the Russians. 

Schoerner's methods were unquestionably vicious. It must be 
conceded that they achieved results, but it must also be pointed 
out that other commanders (notably Manstein, Heinrici, and 
Kleist) achieved equal or superior results under similar circum- 
stances without resorting to barbarism. Schoerner will probably 
go down in history as a good defensive commander and a thor- 
oughly despicable human being. 
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THE LUFTWAFFE MARSHALS 


THE STORY OF the Luftwaffe field marshals involves an entirely dif- 
ferent sphere than that of the Army: air rather than ground opera- 
tions. In addition, Luftwaffe operations were generally more tech- 
nologically oriented than those of the Army. The battles of the 
Luftwaffe marshals will be the subject of another book; however, 
they were German field marshals, so at least a thumbnail descrip- 
tion of their careers is in order. 


THERE WERE SIX Luftwaffe field marshals. In order of seniority, they 
were Hermann Goering, Erhard Milch, Albert Kesselring, Hugo 
Sperrle, Baron Wolfram von Richthofen, and Ritter Robert von 
Greim. All served in World War I, where Goering, Richthofen, and 
Greim became figħter aces. Greim scored twenty-eight aerial vic- 
tories and was given a knighthood. Goering shot down twenty- 
two enemy aircraft and ended the war as commander of the Rich- 
thofen Fighter Wing (Geschwader). Wolfram von Richthofen, the 
nephew of Manfred von Richthofen, the famous “Red Baron,” 
served in the cavalry on the Eastern Front and did not transfer 
to the Flying Corps until late 1917. He “received his wings” in the 
spring of 1918, joined his uncle’s famous group, and scored eight 
victories before the armistice. Hugo Sperrle led aerial reconnais- 
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sance units on the Western Front and was in charge of all flying 
units under 7th Army on the Western Front at the end of the war. 
Erhard Milch was an aerial observer and, at the end, was in com- 
mand of a fighter squadron, although he did not yet know how 
to fly himself. Albert Kesselring’s entire service was on the ground, 
in artillery units or as a General Staff officer, although he had pre- 
vious aerial experience as a balloon observer in the artillery. 

Hermann Goering was a stunt pilot and a charter pilot in 
Sweden after the war. In the early 1920s he returned to Germany 
and joined the Nazi Party. He became Adolf Hitler's second-in- 
command and president of the Reichstag. When the Nazis came 
to power he was the unofficial minister of aviation and became 
Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe in 1935, when Hitler re- 
nounced the Treaty of Versailles, which had forbidden Germany 
to have an air force. He became a field marshal in 1938 and in 1940 
was named Reichsmarschall, the highest rank in the German 
military, which he alone held. 

The ambitious and ruthless Erhard Milch joined the Freikorps 
after the war and then went into the business world, where he 
became head of Lufthansa, the German state airline. He began 
paying bribes to Goering, then a member of the Reichstag, in 1930 
or 1931. Goering recognized his talent and brought him into the 
government as state secretary for aviation and number-two man 
in the ministry and the Luftwaffe until 1936, when Goering learned 
that Milch was planning to eventually replace him as minister of 
aviation. By now Milch was too close to Hitler to be summarily 
dismissed, so in early 1937 Goering began to reduce Milch's power; 
he set up a complicated command structure, aimed at securing 
his own position. This organizational structure led to constant 
friction between Milch and the various chiefs of the General Staff 
ofthe Luftwaffe, of which there were seven between 1935 and 1945. 
This arrangement did irreparable damage to the Luftwaffe, for 
Goering grew extremely lazy and the air force was left without 
centralized guidance for most of its existence. 

Spain was the turning point in the development of the Luft- 
waffe. Here the German Condor Legion, commanded by Hugo 
Sperrle and Wolfram von Richthofen, played an important role in 
the victory of Fascist leader Generalissimo Francisco Franco over 
the Republicans and their Communists supporters in the Spanish 
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Civil War (1936-39).! During this period the Luftwaffe neglected its 
strategic development and emphasized its role as a tactical ground 
support force, a mistake from which it never fully recovered. The 
development of the four-engine bomber was cancelled during this 
period, to cite but one example. With this bomber the Germans 
might have won the Battle of Britain, and it was precisely this sort 
of weapon that reduced Germany's cities to rubble in 1943-45. 
Several long-range fighter prototypes were also scrapped, and the 
full-scale development of the first jets was relatively neglected. 

The Luftwaffe, functioning as a tactical ground support arm, 
played a major role in the German victories in Poland, France, the 
Balkans, and Russia (1939-41), but was defeated over the skies of 
Britain in 1940. It began its relative decline in late 1941, when the 
dreaded two-front war became a reality. The Allied strategic 
bomber offensive against the Third Reich began in 1943. The Luft- 
waffe, designed to fight short campaigns in support of ground 
forces, was scattered from the Arctic Ocean to North Africa, and 
from Russia to the Atlantic Wall in France. It was gradually 
crushed, and the enemy obtained almost complete aerial supre- 
macy on all fronts. 


THE AMBITIOUS MILCH thought he saw an opportunity to replace 
Goering in early 1943, after the Stalingrad debacle, in which Goer- 
ing promised to resupply 6th Army by air but was totally unable 
to do so. He went so far as to suggest to Hitler that the Reichsmar- 
schall be removed. The effort failed, and Goering began to system- 
atically undermine Milch's position. In June 1944, after Milch failed 
to develop a useable jet fighter-bomber, Goering secured his dis- 
missal as state secretary of aviation and director of the Office of 
Air Armament. Milch retained the post of inspector general of the 
Luftwaffe (with no real power) until January 1945, when he was 
stripped of this post as well. He was captured by the British in 
May 1945 and later sentenced to fifteen years imprisonment as a 
war criminal. Released in 1955, he lived in Duesseldorf, where he 
was employed as an aviation consultant by Fiat and by Thyssen 
Steel. He died at Wuppertal-Barmen on January 25, 1972? 


HUGO SPERRLE COMMANDED Luftwaffe Group 3 (redesignated 3rd Air 
Fleet in 1939) from 1938 to 1944. He did well in the Western 
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campaign of 1940, and later that year he proposed a strategy that 
might have defeated the Royal Air Force in the Battle of Britain, 
had it been adopted. After the other major air units were trans- 
ferred east in the spring of 1941, Sperrle assumed control of all 
aerial operations in the United Kingdom, with increasingly dimin- 
ishing success. He lived like a sultan in Paris and became lazy and 
indolent. In August 1944 he was sacked because of his fleet's totally 
ineffective performance during the Battle of Normandy. Embit- 
tered by his experiences, Sperrle was never subsequently reem- 
ployed. Captured by the British on May 1, 1945, he was acquitted 
of war crimes at Nuremberg in 1948 and was officially declared 
denazified in 1949. He died in Munich on April 2, 1953? Huge, 
thick-jowled and bearlike in appearance, he was one of Hitler's 
most brutal-looking generals. 


WOLFRAM VON RICHTHOFEN distinguished himself as a close air sup- 
port commander. As the commander of VIII Air Corps, he helped 
pave the way for the German victories in Poland and France, but 
his Stuka dive-bombers were helpless against the modern R.A.F. 
fighters in the Battle of Britain, and his unit had to be withdrawn 
from the battle soon after the campaign began. Richthofen again 
distinguished himself in the conquest of Yugoslavia and Crete, 
where he severely hurt the Royal Navy's Mediterranean Fleet. In 
Russia (1941-42) he was extremely successful on all three sectors 
and was named Commander-in-Chief of the 4th Air Fleet in 1942. 
He advised against the Stalingrad airlift and bares no responsibil- 
ity for its failure. Manstein had nothing but praise for him. 
Promoted to field marshal in early 1943, Baron von Richthofen was 
sent to Italy to command the 2nd Air Fleet against the British and 
Americans. Here he was decisively defeated. Suffering from an 
inoperable brain tumor, he transferred to the Fuehrer Reserve in 
November 1944 and died in Austria on July 12, 1945.4 


ALBERT KESSELRING IS perhaps the best-known air force field marshal 
after Goering himself. He was chief of the General Staff of the 
Luftwaffe (1936-37) but could not work with Milch, so he applied 
for retirement. Instead, Goering gave him command of Luftkreis 
III (III Air District). Later he commanded Air Force Group 1, a com- 
mand that was upgraded to 1st Air Fleet in 1939. After supporting 
Bock's Army Group North in Poland, he was given command of 
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2nd Air Fleet, which he led with considerable success in the Low 
Countries and France (1940), Russia (1941), and the Mediterranean 
and North Africa (1942-43). In the Battle of Britain he was less 
successful. 

A field marshal since 1940, Kesselring was named C-in-C, Army 
Group C and OB South in 1943, and directed ground operations 
in Sicily and Italy from July 1943 to October 1944. His retreats in 
Sicily and Italy and his conduct of the battles of Salerno and Cas- 
sino bear the stamp of genius, but he was also lucky. He narrowly 
failed to annihilate the Allied bridgehead at Anzio in February 
1944. Finally outwitted by British Field Marshal Sir Harold 
Alexander in the Fourth Battle of Cassino, he lost Rome on June 
4 to U.S. General Mark Clark's 5th Army but managed to escape 
with all his forces— a major feat in itself. He retreated slowly to 
the Genghis Khan Line (between Rome and Florence) in October 
1944. He was planning a withdrawal behind the Po River when 
he was critically injured in an automobile accident on October 23.5 

After successful brain surgery, Kesselring took up his OB South 
command again on January 15, 1945, but on March 8 was named 
Commander-in-Chief, OB West, replacing Rundstedt. He was 
` unable to salvage that hopeless situation and surrendered to the 
Americans at the Berchtesgadener Hotel on May 15.6 He was tried 
in Italy as a war criminal for shooting 335 Italian civilians in the 
Ardentine catacombs on March 24, 19447 Convicted by a British 
Military Court, he was sentenced to death, a sentence that was 
commuted to life imprisonment in 1947. After he developed throat 
cancer in 1952 he was released from prison as an act of clemency.® 

In his last years, Kesselring wrote his memoirs, A Soldier's Record 
(Soldat bis zum letzten Tag), and became head of the Stahlhelm, a 
right-wing nationalist veterans' organization that many consid- 
ered to be neo-Nazi. Like all the Luftwaffe field marshals, Kessel- 
ring was a Nazi sympathizer, although he never formally joined 
the party. His memoirs are not at all critical of Hitler. 

Plagued by ill health for years, Kesselring died of heart failure 
at Bad Nauheim on July 20, 1960, at the age of seventy-four? He 
is buried in a small cemetery at Bad Wiessee, near Munich. All that 
appears on his tombstone is his name and rank.'° 


RITTER ROBERT VON Greim was the last man Hitler promoted to field 
marshal. An artillery officer in the Imperial Army, he was a battery 
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commander and forward observer on the Western Front in World 
War I, before transferring to the Flying Corps in 1916." He returned 
to the Army in 1919 but resigned in 1920 and became a stunt pilot. 
Later he showed up in Canton, China, where he helped organize 
military aviation for Chiang Kai-shek's Nationalist Air Force. An 
enthusiastic Nazi who worshipped Hitler, he rejoined the service 
in 1934 and was commander of the Luftwaffe's first fighter wing.!? 
Later he was named inspector of Fighters and Dive Bombers.'? 

Greim served as chief of the Personnel Branch of the Luftwaffe 
(1938-39) and commander of the 5th Air Division (1939). This 
headquarters was progressively upgraded to V Air Corps (1940), 
Special Staff Crimea (early 1942), Luftwaffe Command East (1942), 
and 6th Air Fleet (1943). Greim did well in the west but did not 
come into his own until the invasion of Russia in 1941. Ritter von 
Greim spent four years on the Eastern Front (1941-45), broken 
only by one brief spell of temporary duty in Belgium. He was 
commanding the German air units in eastern Germany, Poland, 
Slovakia, Bohemia, Moravia, and Croatia when he was summoned 
to Fuehrer Headquarters on April 24, 1945.14 

Berlin was already surrounded on April 25, when Greim's old 
training plane landed in Berlin. Greim himself was hit by Russian 
antiaircraft shell fragments and his co-pilot, Hanna Reitsch, a fan- 
atical Nazi stunt pilot and one of the few women to hold the Iron 
Cross, landed the damaged aircraft on a shell-pitted street near 
the Chancellery: a neat piece of flying indeed!!5 

Carried into the Chancellery in great pain, Greim was aston- 
ished to learn from Hitler's own lips that Goering had sent him 
a message that Hitler (influenced by Martin Bormann) had 
decided was treasonable. Goering was sacked as C-in-C of the 
Luftwaffe and stripped of all his posts. He, Ritter Robert von 
Greim, was then appointed Commander-in-Chief of the Air Force 
and promoted to the rank of field marshal! 

Hermann Goering was arrested by the Gestapo but managed 
to surrender to the Americans in Austria on May 8. Convicted as 
a major war criminal, he committed suicide by taking cyanide in 
his cell at Nuremberg at 10:40 P.M. on October 15, 1946, two hours 
before he would have been hanged. 

For Greim the end came quicker. On Hitler's orders he flew out 
of Berlin on April 29 to join Grand Admiral Karl Doenitz, whom 
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Hitler had named his successor. Doenitz was attempting to set 
up a Nazi government at Ploen at the time.!° The next day, Hitler 
committed suicide in his bunker in Berlin. The Russians were only 
a few hundred yards away. 

After Hitler's death, Greim no longer wished to go on living." He 
made his way back to southern Germany, where fighting against 
the Russians continued until May 9. After directing these final, 
futile operations, despite the terrible pain caused by his wound, 
Greim was taken prisoner by the Americans and sent to a hospital 
in Salzburg. Here, true to his word, Field Marshal Ritter Robert von 
Greim committed suicide on May 24, probably using the cyanide 
capsule Hitler had given him in the Fuehrer Bunker the month 
before. He had commanded the Luftwaffe for less than two weeks. 
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Tables of Equivalent Ranks 


U.S. ARMY 


General of the Army 
General 
Lieutenant General 
Major General 
Brigadier General 
Colonel 

Lieutenant Colonel 
Major 

Captain 

First Lieutenant 
Second Lieutenant 


SS RANK 


Reichsfuehrer SS 
None 
Oberstgruppenfuehrer 
Obergruppenfuehrer 
Gruppenfuehrer 
Brigadefuehrer 
Oberfuehrer 
Standartenfuehrer 
Obersturmbannfuehrer 
Sturmbannfuehrer * 
Hauptsturmfuehrer 
Obersturmfuehrer 
Untersturmfuehrer 


APPENDIX I 


GERMAN ARMY 


Field Marshal (Generalfeldmarshal) 
Colonel General (Generaloberst) 
General (General) 


Lieutenant General (Generalleutnant) 


Major General (Generalmajor) 
Colonel (Oberst) 

Lieutenant Colonel (Oberstleutnant) 
Major (Major) 

Captain (Hauptmann) 

First Lieutenant (Oberleutnant) 
Second Lieutenant (Leutnant) 


GERMAN ARMY EQUIVALENT 


Commander-in-Chief of the Army 
Field Marshal 
Colonel General 
General 

Lieutenant General 
Major General 
(none) 

Colonel 

Lieutenant Colonel 
Major 

Captain 

First Lieutenant 
Second Lieutenant 
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German Units, Ranks, and Strengths 


Units 


Army Group 
Army 

Corps 
Division 
Brigade 


Regiment 
Battalion 


Company*** 
Platoon 


Section 


Squad 


APPENDIX II 


Rank of Commander* 


Field Marshal 


Colonel General 


General 


Lieutenant General/ 
Major General 
Major General/Colonel 


Colonel 


Lieutenant Colonel/ 
Major/Captain 


Captain/Lieutenant 
Lieutenant/Sergeant 
Major/Sergeant 
Warrant Officer 
Sergeant Major 


Sergeant 
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Strength** 


2 or more armies 

2 or more corps 

2 or more divisions 

10,000-18,000 men 

200-350 tanks (if panzer) 

2 or more regiments 

2 to 7 battalions 

Approx. 500 men per 
infantry battalion; 
usually 50-80 tanks 
per panzer battalion 

3 to 5 platoons 

Infantry: 20-40 men 


2 squads (more or less) 


Infantry: 7 to 10 men 
Armor: 1 tank 


*Frequently units were commanded by lower-ranking men as the war went on. 

** As the war progressed, the number of men and tanks in most units declined 
accordingly. SS units usually had more men and tanks than Army units. 

*** Called batteries in the artillery (4 or 5 guns per battery). 
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APPENDIX Ill 
Characteristics of Selected Opposing Tanks 


Weight Speed Range 
Model in tons (mph) (miles) Armament Crew 


BRITISH 
Mark IV "Churchill" 43.1 15 120 16-pounder 5 
Mark VI "Crusader" 228 27 200 12-pounder 5 


Mark VIII "Cromwell" 30.8 38 174 175mm 5 

AMERICAN 

M3A1 "Stuart" 14.3 36 60 137mm 4 

M4A3 “Sherman” 372 30 120 176mm 5 
3 MGs 

GERMAN 

PzKw II 9.3 25 118 120mm 3 
1MG 

. PzKw III 24.5 25 160 150mm 5 

2 MGs 

PzKw IV 19.7 26 125 175mm 5 
2 MGs 

PzKw V "Panther" 49.3 25 125 175mm 5 
2 MGs 

PzKw VI "Tiger" 62.0 23 73 188mm 5 
2 MGs 

SOVIET 

T-34/85 ` oa. 192 250 185mm 4 
2 MGs 

Jo II “Stalin” 45.3 29 150 1122mm 4 
4 MGs 

ITALIAN 

LS 34 26 75 2MGs 2 

L11 10.8 2] 124 137mm 2 


2 MGs 


366 Hitlers Field Marshals and Their Battles 


APPENDIX IV 


German Staff Abbreviations 


Ia— Staff Officer, Operations 
Ib—Chief Supply Officer 
Ic—Staff Officer, Intelligence (subordinate to Ia) 
IIla—Chief Personnel Officer (Adjutant) 
IIb—Second Personnel Officer (subordinate to IIa) 
III—Chief Judge Advocate (subordinate to IIa) 
IVa—Chief Administrative Officer (subordinate to Ib) 
IVb— Chief Medical Officer (subordinate to Ib) 
IVc— Chief Veterinary Officer (subordinate to Ib) 
IVd—Chaplain (subordinate to IIa) 
V—Motor Transport Officer (subordinate to Ib) 
National Socialist Guidance Officer (added in 1944) 
Special Staff Officers (Chief of Artillery; Chief of Projector [Rocket- 
Launcher] Units; Senior Military Police Officer, Gas Protection 


Officer, etc.) 
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1st, 59, 129, 131, 289, 290, 301, 322, 333, 
335, 336 

1st German-Italian Panzer, 185 

1st Panzer, 68, 78-98, 103, 117, 121, 122, 
157, 158, 170, 194, 197, 199, 200, 
201, 208, 210, 227, 245, 249, 252, 
286, 287, 288, 314, 320, 350, 353 

2nd; 151, 152, 15398155, 157, 1588195! 
197, 207-10, 211, 216, 217, 273, 274, 
288, 297, 319 

2nd Panzer, 68, 70, 71, 95, 151, 152, 153, 
194, 209, 218, 220, 288, 297, 299, 
314, 318 

3rd, 59, 60, 62, 148, 149, 150, 256-57, 
270, 285, 368, 371 

3rd Panzer, 68, 70, 71, 139, 151, 152, 
153, 155, 209, 273, 276, 277, 279, 
280, 297, 314, 346, 347, 349, 350 

4th, 59, 60, 68, 71, 148, 149, 150, 151, 
152, 153, 155, 209, 273, 276, 277, 
278, 279, 280, 286, 296-97, 298, 
371-72, 388 

4th Panzer, 68, 71, 98, 132, 134, 136, 137, 
138, 139, 141, 153, 158, 199, 200, 
209, 210, 211, 213, 214, 215, 217, 
229, 231, 232, 234, 237, 244, 247, 
248, 249, 297, 350 

5th, 59, 129, 380 

5th Panzer, 185, 189, 301, 309, 311, 322, 
327, 328 

6th, 68, 92, 98, 102, 115-22, 150, 157, 
158, 169, 210, 211, 215, 216, 223, 
226-40, 246, 247, 248, 287, 343, 344, 
346, 357, 392 

6th SS Panzer, 292, 327 

7th, 59, 129, 131, 186, 187, 189, 289, 290, 
301, 304, 305, 306, 309, 322, 323, 
327, 336, 380 

8th, 59, 60, 62, 101, 102, 114, 115, 147, 
207, 250, 252, 286, 343, 344 

9th, 68, 150, 151, 152, 153, 155, 209, 273, 
275, 276, 277, 279, 280, 287, 298, 
299, 315-19, 350, 351, 382 

10th, 59, 60, 62, 113, 114, 115, 226, 286 

11th, 68, 96, 97, 122, 199, 200, 216, 237, 
244-46, 261, 288 

12th, 79, 80, 86, 129, 180, 193, 194, 198, 
199, 209, 243, 286, 389 

14th, 59, 60, 77, 129, 193, 270, 286 

15th, 186, 189, 289, 290, 292, 301, 322, 
328, 336, 382 

16th, 132, 134, 135, 136, 137, 139, 258, 
263, 265, 270-72, 286, 287, 314, 319, 
346, 347, 348, 349 
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17th, 68, 92, 94, 95, 97, 98, 101, 122, 157, 
158, 170, 199, 200, 227, 249, 287, 
342, 343, 344, 345, 350 

18th, 67, 68, 132, 133, 135, 136, 138, 139, 
141, 150, 151, 246, 257-58, 264, 265, 
266, 267, 272, 319, 346, 347, 348, 395 

19th, 290, 293, 301, 322, 380 

20th Mountain, 342, 403 

25th, 398 

Panzer Army Afrika, 181, 182 

Panzer Group Guderian. 

See 2nd Panzer Army 

Panzer Group Kleist. See 1st Panzer 
Arm 

Panzer Group West, 187, 188, 189, 290, 
301, 302, 304 

Replacement Army, 72, 170, 171, 336 


Wehrkreise 


Wenhrkreis I, 22, 23, 30, 31, 35, 45, 106, 
256, 368, 371 

Wehrkreis II, 30, 31, 126, 147, 284, 368 

Wehrkreis III, 30, 31, 77, 108, 242, 284, 
332, 337 

Wehrkreis IV, 30, 31, 147, 192, 332 

Wehrkreis V, 21, 30, 31, 50, 129, 225, 
368 

Wehrkreis VI, 30, 31, 44, 129, 164, 296, 
332 

Wehrkreis VII, 30, 31, 32, 111, 126, 128, 
129, 147, 164, 192, 206 

Wehrkreis VIII, 31, 50, 77, 270 

Wehrkreis IX, 31, 129, 296, 368 

Wehrkreis X, 31, 50, 147, 296, 368 

Wehrkreis XI, 35, 50, 147, 296, 368 

Wehrkreis XII, 35, 129, 368 

Wehrkreis XIII, 35, 147, 206 

Wehrkreis XVII, 193 

Wehrkreis XVIII, 193 

Wehrkreis XX, 385 


corps 


I, 142, 149, 256, 258, 259 

H, 143, 149, 257, 259, 260, 261, 271, 272, 
404 

IN Panzer, 92, 95, 149,494, 200, 388 

IV, 94, 113, 114, 115, 211, 216, 232, 314, 
342 

V, 98, 130, 200 

VI, 130, 207, 276, 279 

VII, 390 

VIN 193, 211, 227; 232, 235, 238,270, 
392 

IX 1251302297, 279) 3717390 

X, 119, 137, 244, 259, 271, 276, 371 

XI, 91, 113, 114, 115, 208, 232, 234, 235, 
235890598059 49539902 

XII, 130, 280, 390 

XIII, 194, 206, 209, 388, 390 


XIV Panzer, 35, 45, 78, 79, 90, 91, 92, 
112, 113, 114, 208, 209, 211, 214, 
22812290232239 2341235238392 

XV, 35, 45, 79, 89, 112, 113, 114 

XVI Motorized, 35, 45, 90, 91, 112, 113, 
114, 115, 117, 225 

XVII, 193, 194, 211, 247, 248, 342 

XVIII Mountain, 193, 197 

XIX Motorized, 78, 79, 86, 89, 90, 148, 
197, 257 

XIX Mountain, 342 

XXI, 149, 256, 257 

XXII, 77, 78, 193 

XXIII, 136, 194, 315 

XXIV Panzer, 209, 211, 382, 389 

XXVI, 138, 152, 207, 256-57, 258, 259, 
262 

XXVII, 115, 276, 280 

XXVIII, 139, 259, 350, 404 

XXIX, 247 

XXX, 197, 217, 244, 245, 342, 371 

Corps Command XXXI, 382 

Corps Command XXXII, 371 

XXXV, 209, 276, 279 

XXXVI, 342 

XXXVIII, 139, 243, 258, 259, 265, 271 

XXXIX Panzer, 90, 139, 142, 194, 259, 
271, 276, 278, 279 

XL Panzer, 98, 195, 197, 200, 211, 342, 
343 

XLI Panzer, 78, 80, 90, 133, 135, 139, 
141, 194, 209, 276, 279, 314 

XLII, 98, 122, 250, 252, 253 

XLIII, 209, 390 

XLIV, 98, 200, 244 

XLVI Panzer, 208, 293 

XLVII Panzer, 307, 308, 309, 317, 318 

XLVIII Panzer, 92, 95, 211, 213, 214, 
216, 231, 247, 248 

XLIX Mountain, 98, 200, 208, 244, 245 

L, 139, 197, 259 

LI, 207, 208, 211, 229, 230, 231, 238 

LII, 200, 207, 208 

LII, 278, 390 

LIV, 244 

LVI, 133, 135, 137, 243-44, 271, 275, 371 

LVII Panzer, 139, 141, 200, 247, 371 

LXVI, 373 

LXVIII, 219 

LXXXI, 371 

LXXXIV, 303, 305, 311, 371, 373 

LXXXV, 406 

LXXXVI, 398 

LXXXVII, 373 

Afrika Korps, 180, 181, 182, 183, 184, 
185 

Corps Wodrig, 149, 256 
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Mountain Corps Norway, 341-42 


divisions 


1st Cavalry, 30, 206, 295 

1st Cossack Cavalry, 218 

1st Infantry, 23, 139, 147, 256, 264 

1st Light, 35, 122, 225, 334 

1st Mountain, 193, 194, 200, 208, 218, 
219, 340 

1st Panzer, 33, 78, 81, 88, 89, 112, 114, 
134, 135, 137, 139, 206 

2nd Cavalry, 30, 31, 76, 77, 284 

2nd Light, 35, 112, 176 

2nd Motorized, 35, 112 

2nd Mountain, 193, 197, 341 

2nd Panzer, 33, 78, 80, 82, 88, 89, 112, 
187, 193, 194, 197, 225, 304, 305, 
307, 341 

3rd Cavalry, 30, 31, 77, 129, 205, 206, 
284 

3rd Infantry, 76, 163, 206, 295, 296 

3rd Light, 35, 122, 371 

3rd Motorized, 134, 137, 243, 393 

3rd Mountain, 193, 341 

3rd Panzer, 33, 95, 112, 148, 200, 314 

Ath Infantry, 192 

4th Light, 35, 193 

4th Mountain, 91, 200, 208 

4th Panzer, 114, 155 

5th Infantry (later Jaeger), 126, 129, 225 

5th Light, 180 

5th Mountain, 197 

5th Panzer, 79, 80, 91, 193, 197, 208, 278 

6th Infantry, 129, 296, 389 

6th Mountain, 197, 341 

6th Panzer, 78, 84, 88, 134, 135, 137, 
139, 213, 247, 334 

7th Infantry, 126, 129, 192, 193 

7th Panzer, 79, 80, 88, 177, 247 

8th Infantry, 77, 193 

8th Panzer, 78, 84, 88, 89, 134, 136, 142, 
208, 243, 371, 381 

9th Infantry, 200 

9th Panzer, 94, 95, 187, 195, 257, 299, 
309, 314 

10th Infantry, 206 

10th Panzer, 78, 79, 81, 89, 148, 155 

10th Panzer Grenadier, 346 

11th Infantry, 256 

11th Panzer, 91, 92, 187, 208, 247, 299 

12th Infantry, 256, 271 

12th Panzer, 142, 319, 320 

13th Motorized, 35, 112 

13th Panzer, 96, 346 

14th Infantry, 119, 192 

14th Panzer, 95, 208 

15th Panzer, 180, 181 

16th Infantry, 296 
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16th Motorized, 200, 208, 247 

16th Panzer, 95, 197, 232 

17th Infantry, 206 

17th Panzer, 155, 247 

18th Infantry, 51, 77, 118, 119, 243 

18th Motorized, 142, 271, 279 

18th Panzer, 273 

19th Infantry, 119 

19th Panzer, 200 

20th Motorized, 35, 112, 139, 142, 273 

20th Panzer, 279 

164th Infantry (later Light Afrika), 181, 
197 

174th Reserve, 382 

183rd Infantry, 208 

198th Infantry, 197, 200 

206th Infantry, 279 

207th Infantry, 149, 396 

208th Infantry, 396 

212th Infantry, 278 

218th Infantry, 258 

227th Infantry, 396 

228th Infantry, 256 

243rd Infantry, 306 

250th (Spanish) Infantry, 141, 264 

254th Infantry, 264, 396 

256th Infantry, 396 

269th Infantry, 134, 139 

275th Infantry, 304, 306 

277th Infantry, 261-62 

281st Security, 143, 260 

286th Security, 382 

290th Infantry, 137, 244, 271 

291st Infantry, 133, 139 

292nd Infantry, 155 

294th Infantry, 91, 208, 247 

298th Infantry, 200, 247 

306th Infantry, 247 

311th Infantry, 118, 119 

336th Infantry, 247 

337th Infantry, 373 

352nd Infantry, 188 

353rd Infantry, 306 

370th Infantry, 200 

376th Infantry, 392 

381st Field Training, 99 

384th Infantry, 392 

403rd Security, 247 

444th Security, 99, 200 

454th Security, 99, 200 

538th Frontier Guard, 208 

551st Volksgrenadier, 349 

709th Infantry, 188 

Division Walther, 324 

Grossdeutschland Motorized (later 
Panzer), 200, 211, 321 

Hermann Goering Panzer, 321 
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Panzer Division Kempf, 148, 256, 257 

Panzer Lehr, 187, 188, 291, 303, 305, 306 

brigades 

1st Motorized, 81 

1st Cavalry, 148 

107th Panzer, 326 

Brigade Eberhardt, 149 

21st Infantry, 256 

2]st Panzer, 180, 187, 188 

22nd Infantry (later Air Landing), 164, 
218, 257 

22nd Panzer, 213, 245, 247 

23rd Infantry, 404 

23rd Panzer, 200, 247 

24th Infantry, 192 

25th Panzer Grenadier, 273 

26th Infantry, 296 

28th Infantry, 77, 193 

29th Motorized, 35, 112, 152, 213, 217 

30th Infantry, 137, 271 

31st Infantry, 114, 371 

32nd Infantry, 271 

34th Infantry, 165, 371 

36th Motorized, 134, 135, 137, 139 

38th Infantry, 382 

41st Infantry (later Fortress), 219, 261 

44th Infantry, 193, 392 

45th Infantry, 193 

46th Infantry, 122, 197, 404 

50th Infantry, 197 

56th Infantry, 404 

58th Infantry, 139, 260, 319 

60th Motorized (later Panzer 
Grenadier Division 
"Feldhernnhalle"), 91, 95, 96, 149, 
208, 278, 382 

61st Infantry, 119, 256, 265 

62nd Infantry, 247 

71st Infantry, 238, 239 

72nd Infantry, 197 

73rd Infantry, 195, 198, 200 

76th Infantry, 197, 238, 392 

79th Infantry, 208 

82nd Infantry, 371 = 

84th Infantry, 307 

90th Light, 181 

91st Air Landing, 187, 306-07 

94th Infantry, 236 

96th Infantry, 139, 264 

97th Jaeger, 200 

101st Jaeger, 200, 208, 373 

111th Infantry, 98, 200 

113th Infantry, 372 

116th Panzer Grenadier, 187, 304, 307 

121st Infantry, 139 

122nd Infantry, 139, 261 

123rd Infantry, 271 


125th Infantry, 200, 208 
126th Infantry, 137, 139 
132nd Infantry, 208 
134th Infantry, 279 
153rd Reserve, 98-99 
162nd Infantry, 99 


regiments 


1st Panzer, 82 

2nd Artillery, 44, 295 

3rd Artillery, 295 

4th Panzer, 96 

4th Security, 200 

5th Artillery, 256 

6th Artillery, 44, 162, 163 

6th Infantry, 332 

7th Artillery, 126 

8th Cavalry, 77 

8th Infantry, 332 

9th Infantry, 76, 270 

12th Cavalry, 332 

13th Infantry, 176, 225 

14th Infantry, 225 

17th (Mountain) Infantry, 176 

18th Cavalry, 205 

18th Infantry, 106, 284, 286 

19th Infantry, 340 

50th Infantry, 333 

51st Panzer Grenadier, 246 

82nd Infantry, 371 

98th Mountain Infantry, 340 

99th Mountain Infantry, 131 

101st Rocket-Launcher, 187 

125th Infantry, 197 

267th Infantry, 236 

292nd Artillery, 155 

424th Infantry, 139 

902nd Panzer Grenadier, 305 

Grossdeutschland Motorized Infantry, 
78, 81, 90, 119 


battalions 


2nd Motorcycle, 82 

5th Panzer Reconnaissance, 82 
5th Signal, 106 

7th Army Sturm, 187 

17th Machine Gun, 187 

21st Jaeger, 340 

100th Panzer Replacement, 187 
206th Panzer, 187 
Brandenburg Lehr, 257 


miscellaneous 


Army Detachment A, 130 

Army Detachment Felber, 220 

Army Detachment Hollidt, 247 
Army Detachment Kempf, 250 
Army Detachment Narva, 346, 347 
Army Frontier Command North, 257 
Army Frontier Command South, 193 
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Frontier Zone Command 1, 149 
Frontier Zone Command 3, 77 
Frontier Zone Command 4, 77 
Frontier Zone Command 5, 192 
Frontier Zone Command 9, 296 
Group Scherner, 342 
Panzer Group Eberbach, 309 
Panzer Group Guderian. See 2nd 
Panzer Army 
Panzer Group Kleist. See 1st Panzer 
Army 
Rear Area Command A, 99, 200 
Rear Area Command Don, 247 
German Luftwaffe Units 
Air Fleets: 
1st, 68, 132, 358 
2nd, 68, 129, 151, 152, 155, 182, 358, 359 
3rd, 68, 129-30, 357-58 
4th, 68, 233, 236, 237, 258 
6th, 360 
Luftwaffe Command East, 360 
armies 
1st Parachute, 290, 301, 322, 398 
corps 
II Air, 155 
II Parachute, 311 
IIl Flak, 187 
V Air, 360 
VIII Air, 80, 138, 139, 141, 153, 234, 245, 
246, 358 
divisions 
2nd Luftwaffe Field, 263 
4th Luftwaffe Field, 279 
5th Air, 360 
6th Luftwaffe Field, 279 
7th Air, 257 
7th Luftwaffe Field, 247 
8th Luftwaffe Field, 247 
9th Flak, 234 
10th Luftwaffe Field, 265 
15th Luftwaffe Field, 247 
other units 
2nd Parachute Regiment, 198 
6th Parachute Regiment, 187, 306 
Condor Legion, 356-57, 407 
German Waffen-SS Units 
armies 
6th SS Panzer, 292, 327 
corps 
II SS Panzer, 189, 311, 324-26 
HI SS Panzer, 265 
XII SS Panzer, 398 
divisions 
Ist SS Panzer “Leibstandarte Adolf 
Hitler,” 96, 187, 195-97, 198, 244, 
289, 307 
2nd SS Panzer "Das Reich," 92, 187, 
305, 306, 307, 316 
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3rd SS Panzer “Totenkopf,” 89, 137, 
243, 271, 321 
4th SS Motorized “Police,” 139, 260 
5th SS Panzer “Viking,” 200, 247, 321 
7th SS Mountain “Prinz Eugen,” 218 
219 
9th SS Panzer “Hohenstaufen,” 321, 
324, 325 
10th SS Panzer “Frundsberg,” 324, 325 
11th SS Panzer Grenadier “Nordland,” 
349 
12th SS Panzer “Hitler Jugend,” 187, 
188, 291 
17th SS Panzer Grenadier “Goetz von 
Berlichingen,” 187, 306 
SS Verfuegungs Motorized, 257 
other Waffen-SS units 
9th SS Panzer Reconnaissance Battal- 
ion, 324 
10th SS Panzer Reconnaissance Battal- 
ion, 325 
SS Panzer Grenadier Replacement 
Training Battalion “Krafft,” 324 
SS Regiment “Der Fuehrer,” 316 
SS Regiment “Germania,” 270 
Greek Units 
1st Army, 196, 197, 198 
2nd Army, 195, 196, 197 
20th Infantry Division, 195 


Hungarian 2nd Army, 158, 210, 211 


Indian 4th Infantry Division, 180 
Italian Units 
armies 
8th, 210, 211, 213, 217 
IOth, 178 
11th, 195, 198 


divisions 
Acqui, 218 
Ariete Armored, 181, 184 
Bergamo, 218 
Brennero, 218 
Firenze, 218 
Tridentina, 200 


New Zealand 2nd Infantry Division, 195 


Polish Units 
armies 
Krakow Army, 114 
Lodz Army, 114 
Modlin Army, 148, 257 
Pomorze Army, 148 


divisions 
3rd Infantry, 114 
7th Infantry, 113, 114 
9th Infantry, 149 
12th Infantry, 114 
19th Infantry, 114 
27th Infantry, 149 
29th Infantry, 114 

cavalry brigades 
Krakowska, 113, 114 
Pomorska, 149 


Rumanian Units 
armies 


3rd, 200, 210, 211, 213, 214, 215, 232, 


234, 246, 248, 287 


Ath, 211, 214, 215, 232, 234, 246, 247, 


248, 249, 287 
corps 
VE 201216233 
VII, 216, 233 
divisions 
1st Armored, 213, 214 
1st Mountain, 98 
2nd Mountain, 200 
4th Mountain, 98 
10th Infantry, 345 
13th Infantry, 200 
Russian Units 
fronts 
1st Baltic, 275, 347 


1st Belorussian, 275, 279 


2nd Baltic, 320, 347 
2nd Belorussian, 275 
3rd Baltic, 347 


3rd Belorussian, 275, 347 


4th Ukrainian, 343 
Central, 152 
Leningrad, 320 
North, 133 
North-West, 135, 260 
South, 94 

Volkhov, 260, 320 


armies c 


1st Guards, 213, 229 
1st Strike, 315 
1st Tank, 210, 228 


2nd Shock, 246, 259, 265 


2nd Strike, 143 
2nd Tank, 321 
3rd, 155, 209 


3rd Guards Tank, 249, 317 
3rd Shock, 260, 261, 263, 271 


4th, 142, 260 

4th Shock. 260, 271 
4th Tank, 317 

5th Tank, 213, 214 


Index of Military Units 


7th, 133, 142 

8th, 133, 136, 138, 259 
8th Guards, 102 

9th, 99, 245 

10th, 133 
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11th, 133, 135, 136, 137, 260, 271, 317 


13th, 155, 209 
15th, 155, 209 
18th, 96, 99, 245 
Zist, 213/229 
22nd, 136, 315 
23rd, 133 

24th, 229 

26th, 94 

27th, 136 

29th, 315 

30th, 315 

31st, 315 

34th, 137, 244, 260, 271 
37th, 99 

38th, 95 

39th, 276, 298, 315, 316 
42nd, 259, 265 
43rd, 276 

44th, 99 

46th, 99, 102 

47th, 99 

5151213 

52nd, 138, 260, 271 
54th, 138, 259 
55th, 138, 259 
56th, 99 

57th, 213 

58th, 99 

59th, 260 


62nd, 210, 228, 229, 231, 393 


63rd, 229 
64th, 213, 229 
66th, 229 

corps 
1st Mechanized, 135 
3rd Cavalry, 239 
3rd Tank, 133, 134 
4th Mechanized, 94 
8th Cavalry, 239 
9th Mechanized, 94 
10th Mechanized, 133 
11th Cavalry, 298 
12th Tank, 133 
15th Mechanized, 94 
16th Mechanized, 94 
19th Mechanized, 94 


21st Mechanized, 134, 135 


22nd Mechanized, 94 
23rd Mechanized, 94 


Cavalry Corps Belov, 298 
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Slovakian Security Division, 98, 200 3rd Armored, 306 
4th Armored, 306 
United States 4th Infantry, 306 
army groups 7th Armored, 327 
6th, 322 9th Armored, 294, 328 
12th, 307, 310 26th Infantry, 103 
armies 28th Infantry, 327 
1st, 304, 307, 328 30th Infantry, 306 
3rd, 305, 308, 322, 327 82nd Airborne, 324, 326 
9th, 327, 328 101st Airborne, 293, 324, 326, 327 
15th, 328 106th Infantry, 327 
corps 
VII, 305, 306, 309 Yugoslavian Armies 
VIII, 306 2nd, 208 
XV, 309 3rd, 195 
divisions 4th, 207 
1st Armored, 306 5th, 91, 195 
1st Infantry, 306 6th, 92 


2nd Armored, 306 
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defeats and victories alike, makes intriguing 
reading for anyone interested in the Nazi 
leadership in World War II. 
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